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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis provides the first comprehensive study of senior secondary school 
geography curricula in Western Australia for the period 1917-1997. It was conducted 
in relation to four sub-periods: 1917-1944, 1945-1957, 1958-1974 and 1975-1997. 
The focus was on three main research questions: what were the background 
developments that influenced the process of constructing what came to be the 
dominant approach to the subject?; what was the construction of the subject in the 
sense of ‘construction as product’, particularly in terms of the stated aims, content 
and assessment approaches?; what were the issues, conflicts and compromises that 
arose following the introduction of the subject for senior secondary schooling in each 
sub-period? Further, the emphasis was on the ‘preactive curriculum’ as represented 
in the officially prescribed syllabi in order to increase understanding of the influences 
and interests functioning at that level. 

The results of the study are considered in relation to three hypotheses. The first 
hypothesis states that “curricula, both ‘whole curricula’ and ‘subject specific 
curricula’ including in relation to geography in Western Australia, have been 
influenced by international trends, nation-wide developments and State 
developments”. It was deemed to be largely upheld though not totally, for senior 
secondary school geography in the State for the overall period studied. The second 
hypothesis holds that “the subject geography was a field rather than a form of 
knowledge with shifting sets of sub-groups all pursuing different objectives and that 
in that process school geography lagged behind academic geography”. Regarding 
school geography in Western Australia, the hypothesis was upheld in relation to each 
sub-period studied. The third hypothesis states that “historically the role of the 
teacher of geography in Western Australia, and growth in the quality of education, 
moved through Beeby’s four key stages: the ‘Dame School Stage’, the ‘Stage of 
Formalism’, the ‘Stage of Transition’ and the ‘Stage of Meaning’. The hypothesis 
was not upheld in relation to the first stage in the model, namely, the Dame School 
Stage. That was because by 1917 schooling in the State had already progressed to 
the next stage. Overall, however, it was upheld in relation to the other stages. 

The study contributes to the existing corpus of international research on the 
history of curriculum and particularly the history of geography as a senior secondary 
school subject. It also provides a framework for investigating the construction of 
senior secondary school geography curricula in other constituencies and could act as 
a model for engaging in further research in curriculum history for other school 
subjects State wide, nationally and internationally. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

This thesis reports a study of how historically geography has been constructed as a 

subject for senior secondary students in Western Australia. The stimulus for 

conceptualising the research arose from cogitating general patterns within the 

development of geography as a subject for senior secondary schools internationally 

as discerned by various scholars.1 Detailed study of nuances, variations and possible 

deviations from these patterns within the various education jurisdictions and for 

various age levels in Australia, it was also noted, had not been undertaken. The study 

was generated as a response with the specific aim of developing an understanding of 

how historically geography was constructed as a subject for students in the senior 

secondary school years in Western Australian government secondary schools from 

1917 to 1997. 

 
1 C. L. White and J. E. Williams (1945). Will geography be a core subject in the Post-War secondary 

school curriculum? Journal of Geography. 44 (1): 11-16; G. J. Butland (1968). Trends in geography 
today, in D. S. Biddle, (Ed.). Readings in Geographical Education, Vol. 1, 1954-1966. Sydney: 
Whitcombe and Tombs, 1968, 11-19; N. Graves (Ed.) (1972). New Movements in the Study and 
Teaching of Geography. London: Temple Smith; I. F. Goodson (1983). School Subjects and 
Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History. London: Croom Helm; J. M. Powell (1984). 
Curriculum reform and the ‘constituency’ challenge: Recent trends in higher school geography. 
Australian Geographical Studies. 22: 275-295; C. J. Marsh (1985). Implementation of a high school 
geography syllabus: Issues and applications. Educational Research. 27 (1): 30-39; W. Marsden 
(1996). Geography. In P. Gordon (Ed.). A Guide to Educational Research. London: Woburn Press, 
1996, pp. 1-30; R. Walford (2001). Geography's odyssey: The journey so far. Geography. 86 (4): 
305-317; E. B. DaSilva and R. N. Kvasnak (2011). Taking stock in geography education around the 
world: An international perspective on the teaching of geography. The Geography Teacher. 8 (1): 
16-23. 
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Western Australia is one of six States that make up the Commonwealth of 

Australia, a Federation of States and Territories established in 1901. Its capital city, 

Perth, is located approximately ten kilometres inland of the West coast and is situated 

on the banks of the Swan River. Australian Aborigines first occupied the area, as 

they did the entire landmass of the continent, about 50,000 years ago. In 1829 the 

landmass of what is now the State of Western Australia was established as a colony2 

of the British Empire. Self-government followed in 1890. 

Geographically the State is very large, consisting of more than 2,500,000 

square kilometres and one third of the continent. Its population at 30 September 2019 

was 2.630 million.3 The State Department of Education4 is responsible for the 

provision of public education over the vast landmass. In 2019, 311,199 students were 

enrolled in government schools, representing 67.6 per cent of all students in Western 

Australian schools and there were 110,147 students in government secondary 

schools.5 

 

 
2 Swan River Colony was founded in 1829 with townships at Fremantle and Perth. A possessory 

military settlement had previously been established at King George Sound (present day Albany) 
located on the south coast in 1826. 

3 Australian Demographic Statistics, Western Australia (September 2019). Australian Bureau of 
Statistics.https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/3101.0Main%20Features3Sep%202019?opendo
cument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Sep%202019&num=&view= 

4 The Department of Education, Western Australia is the government agency that is responsible for 
public education in the State. Throughout its history since it was established in 1893 and for much 
of the period under review it has been referred to by a variety of titles including: Education 
Committee (June 1847) General Board of Education (circa August 1847–1872), Central Board of 
Education (1872–October 1893), Education Department (October 1893–July 1988), Ministry of 
Education (July 1988–January 1994), Education Department of Western Australia (January 1994–
February 2003), Department of Education and Training (February 2003-October 2009), Department 
of Education (October 2009–Present). The present-day name for the Department is used throughout 
this thesis.  

5 Western Australia. Department of Education (2019). Annual Report. East Perth: Department of 
Education. 
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Figure 1: Outline maps of the World, Australia and Western Australia. 

The term ‘secondary school’ is a regular term used in Western Australia for 

schools providing education for children from Year 7 (aged 11 - 12) to Year 12 (aged 

17 - 18). Government secondary schools are co-educational, comprehensive and 
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non-denominational. The final two years of schooling, Years 11 and 12, have for 

long been termed the ‘senior years’. 

The curriculum for those in the senior years of secondary school differs in 

certain major ways from that offered in the ‘junior years’ (Years 7 – 10). With regard 

to geography education, for those in Years 7 to 10 the subject is integrated with 

history, economics, political science, law, citizenship, sociology and cultural studies 

in a learning area termed ‘Humanities and Social Sciences’. In Years 11 and 12 

however, it is offered as a separate subject. 

While it is true that the curriculum for Western Australian government senior 

secondary schools applies also to faith-based secondary schools in the State, the 

latter were excluded from the study reported here. For over a century they have 

embraced the State prescribed curriculum so that their students can sit for the public 

examinations in various subjects. There have however, been certain additional 

emphases within them in the teaching of many subjects, including geography, to 

accommodate their particular worldview. That means it is an area in itself on which 

much more research needs to be undertaken by others. 

Four different constructions of geography as a subject for Western Australian 

government senior secondary schooling emerged over the period studied. These give 

us the following four sub-periods: 1917 to 1944, 1945 to 1957, 1958 to 1974, and 

1975 to 1997. This thesis provides a detailed analysis of developments in the subject 

during each of them. 
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The approach taken in conducting analyses was to focus on three main research 

questions, namely, what were the background developments that influenced the 

process of constructing what came to be the dominant approach to the subject in each 

sub-period?; what was the actual construction of the subject in the sense of 

‘construction as product’, particularly in terms of the stated aims, content, pedagogy 

and assessment approaches in each sub-period?; and what were the issues, conflicts 

and compromises that arose following the introduction of the subject for senior 

secondary schooling in each sub-period? 

The remainder of this chapter is in six parts. The first part provides a broad 

outline of the historical development of geography internationally as a subject. The 

second part of the chapter describes the contribution of the study reported later to the 

existing corpus of research on the history of curriculum and particularly the history 

of geography as a school subject. The third part of the chapter identifies what 

determined the parameters of the sub-periods selected for analysis. The fourth part 

of the chapter outlines the theoretical framework underpinning the study. The fifth 

part of the chapter details the research approach adopted. To conclude, the structure 

of the thesis is outlined. 

A Broad Outline of the Development of Geography Historically 

As a subject, geography has existed since the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians and 

Greeks became curious about their own world. Indeed, it was the Greeks who gave 

the subject the name that for them meant ‘a description of the earth’.6 Nevertheless, 

 
6 N. J. Graves (1984). Geography in Education. 3rd ed. London: Heinemann Educational, p. 2. 
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the establishment of geography as a ‘modern science’ did not take place until the 

century from 1750 to 1850.7 Further, when it was offered initially in certain 

institutions of higher learning the “substance of what was taught varied immensely”.8 

The two “great masters” of this “classical geography” period9 were Alexander von 

Humboldt (1769-1859) and Carl Ritter (1779-1859). Indeed, they are referred to by 

many writers10 as the ‘founders’ (or ‘fathers’) of modern geography because of their 

influence beyond Germany. 

Humboldt and Ritter’s work was taken up in Britain by Halford Mackinder 

(1861-1947) and Andrew John Herbertson (1865-1915), and in France by Paul Vidal 

de la Blache (1845-1918) and Jean Brunhes (1869-1932).11 Mackinder actively 

promoted a perspective on geography that became known as ‘the new geography’.12 

Soon afterwards Herbertson divided the world into regions according to climate, 

vegetation and physical features, with each region, according to him, being in some 

 
7 R. Hartshorne (1939). The nature of geography: A critical survey of current thought in the light of 

the past. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 29 (3): 173-412, p. 211. 
8 N. J. Graves (1984). Geography in Education. 3rd ed. London: Heinemann Educational, p. 32. 
9 P. E. James and G. J. Martin (1981). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas. 2nd ed. 

Indianapolis: Odyssey Press, p. 113. 
10 P. E. James and G. J. Martin (1981). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas; R. 

Hartshorne (1939). The nature of geography: A critical survey of current thought in the light of the 
past; G. Taylor (Ed.) (1953). Geography in the Twentieth Century: A Study of Growth, Fields, 
Techniques, Aims and Trends. 2nd ed. London: Methuen; H. Capel (1981). Institutionalization of 
geography and strategies of change. In D. R. Stoddart (Ed.). Geography, Ideology and Social 
Concern. Totowa, N.J.: Barnes and Noble, 1981, pp. 37-69; I. L. Caraci (2001). Modern geography 
in Italy: From the archives to environmental management. In G. S. Dunbar (Ed.) Geography: 
Discipline, Profession and Subject Since 1870: An International Survey.  Dordrecht, Netherlands: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2001, pp. 121-151. 

11 B. Schelhaas and I. Honsch (2001). History of German geography: Worldwide reputation and 
strategies of nationalisation and institutionalization. In G. S. Dunbar (Ed.). Geography: Discipline, 
Profession and Subject Since 1870. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2001, pp. 9-44. 

12 H. J. Mackinder (1887). On the scope and methods of geography. Proceedings of the Royal 
Geographical Society and Monthly Record of Geography. 9 (3): 141-174; R. Walford (2001). 
Geography in British schools 1850-2000: making a world of difference. London: Woburn Press,  
p. 64. 
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way unique.13 Both scholars also continued to influence the teaching of geography 

for the next 60 years.14 

In France the writings of particular academics were influential in the 

development of geography as a coherent discipline.15 De la Blache promoted the 

theory of ‘environmental possibilism’ which is a view that the physical environment 

provides the opportunity for a range of possible human responses to it.16 Alongside 

him, Brunhes was a leading exponent of French ‘systematic’ as opposed to ‘regional’ 

geography. 

In the United States of America (USA), two schools of geography emerged 

both of which were heavily influenced by German theories and theorists. One of 

these was led by William Morris Davis (1850-1934) who considered geomorphology 

to be the foundation of the subject. He described its development as having passed 

through three stages to end up being dominated by the ‘causal notion’ that all 

phenomena occurring on the earth’s surface are related.17 The other school was led 

by Ellen Churchill Semple (1863-1932) and was concerned exclusively with human 

 
13 A. J. Herbertson (1905). The major natural regions: An essay in systematic geography. 

Geographical Journal. 25 (3): 300-310. 
14 N. J. Graves (1996). The intellectual origins of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century British 

geography textbooks. Paradigm. 19, n.p. 
15 V. Berdoulay (2001). Geography in France: Context, practice and text. In G. A. Dunbar (Ed.). 

Geography: Discipline, Profession and Subject Since 1870. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2001, p. 52. 

16 T. W. Freeman (1961). A Hundred Years of Geography. London: Gerald Duckworth. 
17 W. M. Davis (1902). Elementary Physical Geography. Boston: Ginn.  
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geography.18 She was the modern champion of ‘environmental determinism’, which 

is the view that the physical environment determines human activity. 

By the end of the 19th century geography was being offered as a university 

subject in Germany, France, Britain and the USA.19 The prevailing paradigm was 

what later was referred to as ‘man20 and his environment’. In Britain just prior to the 

commencement of World War One the subject, which had that orientation, was at 

times and in places taught under two headings, namely physical geography and 

political geography.21 Further, as Graves22 and Peet23 have concluded, an early form 

of environmental determinism influenced the intellectual origins of geography 

textbooks in the late 19th and early 20th century and was also the essential position 

underpinning the geography approach that became part of the academic field of 

science. 

Internationally the ‘new geography’ spread from Britain to its colonies, 

including Australia.24 The British born and Australian educated geographer, Griffith 

 
18 R. Hartshorne (1939). The nature of geography: A critical survey of current thought in the light of 

the past. 
19 N. J. Graves (1984). Geography in Education; R. J. Johnston (1979). Geography and Geographers: 

Anglo-American Human Geography Since 1945. London: Edward Arnold. 
20 The use of gender-neutral terms are the current convention but historically the terms ‘man’ and 

‘mankind’ were used as the default terminology. Although it is recognised that these terms are 
outdated they have been used in this thesis to reflect the policy documents consulted during the 
study. 

21 T. W. Freeman (1961). A Hundred Years of Geography. London: Gerald Duckworth, p. 175. 
22 N. J. Graves (1996). The intellectual origins of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century British 

geography textbooks. 
23 R. Peet (1985). The social origins of environmental determinism. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers. 753: 309-333. 
24 P. E. James and G. J. Martin (1981). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas. 
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Taylor (1880-1963), “the Founding Father of Australian academic Geography”,25 

introduced modern geography in Australia. In 1920 he was appointed associate 

professor and foundation head of the nation's first university geography department 

at The University of Sydney. He also went on to write books that became standard 

school texts in Australia for many years.26 

The main focus of geography in universities in the late inter-War years (1918–

1939) was to produce syntheses. In certain constituencies also the subject was not 

considered to be a science. Rather it was deemed to be 

…an aggregate of sciences to gather up the disparate strands of the systematic 
studies, the geographical aspects of other disciplines, into a coherent and 
focused unity [in order] to see nature and nurture, physique and personality as 
closely related and interdependent elements in specific regions”.27 
 

During World War Two (1939-1945) geographers were in high demand 

internationally for the production of handbooks and to work in military intelligence. 

Additionally they were involved in planning post-war recovery. Further, the end of 

the War was a watershed occasion in geography as it entered its “contemporary 

period”.28 At this time German geography emphasised geomorphology and 

settlement with the theme of landscape (‘Landschaft’) being central. 

 
25 O. H. K. Spate (1972). Journeyman Taylor: Some aspects of his work. The Australian Geographer. 

12 (2): 115-122, p. 115. 
26 Ibid., p. 117. 
27 S. W. Wooldridge (1956). The Geographer as Scientist: Essays on the Scope and Nature of 

Geography. London: Nelson, p. 53. 
28 P. E. James (1972). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas. Indianapolis: Odyssey 

Press. 
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In France, Britain and America the regional geography paradigm was 

dominant by 1945.29 British geographers at that time did not arrive at original 

conceptions. They were, however, able to influence developments within the 

discipline across the British Empire, including in Australia. 

After 1945, geographers in many countries were able to avail of integrated data 

sources, aerial photographs, accurate topographic maps and synoptic meteorological 

data. They also developed new skills to interpret these sources. Further, university 

departments of geography expanded in terms of both staff and student numbers and 

new and improved facilities were provided. That development in the tertiary 

education sector was influenced by the expansion of the subject in schools.30 

The evolution of contemporary Anglo-American geography did not progress 

neatly from 1945. Rather it took place through a series of ‘revolutions’. Seven of 

these were identified and termed the “quantitative, methodological, conceptual, 

statistical, models, behavioural and radical revolutions”.31 On that, Bird remarked 

that “so many revolutions in so short a time indicate in themselves…a continuously 

rolling programme”.32 

 
29 P. Claval (1984). Conclusion. In R. J. Johnston and P. Claval (Eds.). Geography Since the Second 

World War: An International Survey. London: Croom Helm, 1984, p. 282. 
30 R. J. Johnston and S. Gregory (1984). The United Kingdom. In R. J. Johnston and P. Claval (Eds.). 

Geography Since the Second World War: An International Survey. London: Croom Helm, 1984, 
pp. 107-131 

31 R. J. Johnston (1979). Geography and Geographers: Anglo-American Human Geography Since 
1945. London: Edward Arnold, p. 175. 

32 J. H. Bird (1977). Methodology and philosophy. Progress in Human Geography. 1: 104-110,  
p. 105. 
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The first revolution in Anglo-American geography, namely, the quantitative 

one, commenced in the 1950s. It was associated with engagement in spatial analysis 

in most aspects of the discipline.33 As Newby put it, this “was a change not only in 

method but also in paradigm”.34 

Interest in universities in North America at the time in understanding the 

physical environment more broadly waned with the excising of climatology and 

biogeography from their geography curricula. It was replaced by introductory 

courses in physical geography usually in relation to regional contexts. In Britain 

during the same period, university geography students tended to specialise in their 

final year of undergraduate studies in either physical or human geography35. Here 

disillusionment with physical geography also began to grow as human geography 

started to grow in popularity.36 On this, it was claimed “that the insistence of the 

primacy of regional geography was undermining the associated systematic 

studies”.37 

American geographers were more preoccupied than their British peers with the 

philosophy and methodology of geography. Consequently, the revolution against the 

regional paradigm originated in the USA. While one should not lose sight of 

Johnston’s related observation on this that “dating the origin of a change in the 

 
33 P. T. Newby (1980). The benefits and costs of the quantitative revolution. Geography. 65 (1):  

13-18. 
34 Ibid., p. 13. 
35 R. J. Johnston (1979). Geography and Geographers: Anglo-American Human Geography Since 

1945. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., p. 41. 
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orientation of a discipline, or even a part of it is difficult”,38 a noticeable change 

certainly occurred following the publication of a paper in the USA in 1953 by 

Schaefer, a refugee from Nazi Germany.39  That work “is often referred to by those 

who seek the origins of the quantitative and theoretical revolutions”.40 

Schaefer criticised the regional geography paradigm as being ideographic 

when, as he put it, science subjects are nomothetic. Accordingly, he was brought to 

redefine geography as the science of spatial arrangements. American geographers 

responded by adopting the philosophy and methods of the logical-positivist school 

of philosophy in the conduct of research in the discipline, confident “in their ability 

to produce laws to work within the canons of accepted scientific method”.41 Soon 

considerable attention was being given to “quantification, to statistical description 

of patterns, and to statistical manipulation and testing of hypotheses”.42 

As regional geography moved away from being the core of the discipline, 

specialisation began to increase. At first, that assumed the character of systematic 

groupings, including economic geography, urban geography, political geography, 

population geography and historical geography, alongside climatology, pedology, 

geomorphology and biogeography. Soon areas of study became further subdivided 

 
38 R. J. Johnston (1979). Geography and Geographers: Anglo-American Human Geography Since 

1945. 
39 F. K. Schaefer (1953). Exceptionalism in geography: A methodological examination. Annals, 

Association of American Geographers. 43: 226-249. 
40 R. J. Johnston (1979). Geography and Geographers: Anglo-American Human Geography Since 

1945. p. 42. 
41 Ibid., p. 60. 
42 G. J. Martin (2005). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas. 4th ed. New York: 

Oxford University Press, p. 235. 
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and specialty groups emerged. Accordingly, while as Martin observed in the early 

21st century “American geography seems to have a periphery without a core”,43 by 

2004 there were 52 specialty groups within the Association of American 

Geographers.44 At that late point Anglo-American geography was considered to be 

characterised by eclecticism, fragmentation, individualism and innovation. On that, 

Martin observed in 2005 that “throughout the period from the 1970s to the present, 

geography was in a state of turmoil”.45 

In many countries during the early 20th century, the geography taught in 

schools reflected the nature of the subject taught in universities. The USA, however, 

was somewhat of an exception. Here an integrated social studies curriculum for 

schools combining geography, history and civics emerged. Further, by the mid 1920s 

a surge in the evolution of social studies curricula took place. That sealed for the 

coming decades the fate of geography and history existing as separate school 

subjects in schools in the USA.46 

In Britain by contrast, geography and history became increasingly popular on 

school timetables with “the separate subject system continuing”.47 Education change 

in the Australian States largely followed this pattern48 with school textbooks being 

 
43 G. J. Martin (2005). All Possible Worlds: A History of Geographical Ideas, p. 424. 
44 Ibid., p. 426. 
45 Ibid., p. 527. 
46 W. E. Marsden (2001). The School Textbook: Geography, History and Social Studies.  London: 

Woburn Press. 
47 Ibid., p. 23. 
48 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia.  Sydney: Allen and Unwin,  

p. 59. 
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published that had Australian material and sections added to British products.49 

Therefore, it is not surprising that throughout Australia geography was a separate 

subject in the senior secondary school curriculum. In some States in the later part of 

the 20th century including Western Australia, geography, history and economics 

were combined into one subject entitled ‘social studies’ at the junior secondary 

school level. 

The Existing Corpus of Research 

Initially, the research for the study reported here was stimulated by Goodson and 

Marsh’s50 argument that “the school subject is a seriously under investigated form” 

of rigorous historical inquiry on the school curriculum. Tanner emphasised the 

importance of engaging in the study of curriculum history because knowledge in the 

field “is essential for improving the character of curriculum reform efforts”.51 

Indeed, Bellack52 and Hazlett53 expressed the view that the inadequate understanding 

of many of those working in curriculum development meant they were poorly 

equipped to address contemporary issues central in discussions on the concept of 

curriculum. 

 
49 J. Lawry (1972). Understanding Australian education 1901 to 1914. In J. Cleverley and J. Lawry 

Australian Education in the Twentieth Century: Studies in the Development of State Education. 
Camberwell, Vic: Longman, 1972, pp. 1-31. 

50 I. F. Goodson and C. Marsh (1996). Studying School Subjects: A Guide. London: Falmer Press,  
p. 41. 

51 L. N. Tanner (1982). Observation: curriculum history as usable knowledge. Curriculum Inquiry. 
12 (4): 405-411, p. 410. 

52 A. A. Bellack (1969). History of curriculum thought and practice. Review of Educational Research. 
30: 283-292. 

53 J. S. Hazlett (1979). Conceptions of curriculum history. Curriculum Inquiry. 9: 129-135. 
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According to Moore, et al. “curriculum is an ambiguous concept and may be 

defined in a variety of ways depending on the cultural context, education system and 

level of education.”54 In the design of the study reported in this thesis, Goodson’s 

definition was adopted, namely, that of “a social artefact, conceived of and made for 

deliberate human purposes.”55 That meant that any notion of curriculum as a ‘given’ 

and the associated risk that it can lead researchers to adopt narrow perspectives and 

ahistorical epistemologies that take present-day understanding of the past for 

granted, was avoided. 

Goodson also argued for engagement in historical studies on all subjects in the 

school curriculum across all forms of education systems.56 Such studies, he asserted, 

could allow one to examine complex changes over time (rather than having 

‘snapshots of unique events’) to reveal the political interests and motivations of those 

individuals and groups who championed various elements of curricula. Adopting that 

position which recognises the interrelation of history, education and politics, the 

study reported here is the first of its type undertaken specifically in relation to the 

Western Australian senior secondary school geography context. In particular, it 

identifies, describes and analyses the main phases of the construction of geography 

as a subject in that context from 1917 to 1997. Further, the results can be viewed as 

 
54 N. Moore, E. J. Fournier, S. W. Hardwick, M. Healey, J. MacLachlan and J. Seemann (2011). 

Mapping the journey toward self-authorship in geography. Journal of Geography in Higher 
Education. 35 (3): 351-364, p. 352. 

55 I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays.  Washington DC: Falmer 
Press, p. 260. 

56 I. F Goodson (1983). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History. 
London: Croom Helm; I. F. Goodson (1985). Social Histories of the Secondary Curriculum. 
Philadelphia: Falmer Press; I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays. 
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contributing to two main bodies of academic literature, namely, the existing corpus 

of research on the history of curriculum and the existing corpus of research on the 

history of geography as a school subject. Each of these will now be considered in 

turn. 

Research on the History of Curriculum 

For many decades the history of education focused on three main themes: the history 

of educational thought and thinkers in education;57 the history of education 

systems;58 and the history of education policy.59 That thrust led to the development 

of a number of sub-disciplines, including the history of education aims and policy, 

history of pedagogy, history of education administration, history of teacher 

education and history of education research. Within these sub-disciplines some 

attention was directed to the history of the process of education in schools and 

institutions of higher education. 

Amongst the early works produced specifically on the history of the school 

curriculum were those undertaken by McCulloch60 on England and New Zealand, by 

Cunningham61 on England and Wales, by Musgrave62 on Australia, and by Tanner 

 
57 For example, R. Straughan and J. Wilson (1987). Philosophizing About Education. London: 

Macmillan; A. O. Rorty (Ed.) (1998). Philosophers on Education. London: Routledge; D. Lawton 
and P. Gordon (2002). A History of Western Educational Ideas. London: Woburn Press. 

58 For example, H. Silver (1977). Aspects of neglect: The strange case of Victorian popular education. 
Oxford Review of Education. 3 (1): 57-69. 

59 For example, R. Lowe (Ed.) (2000). History of Education: Major Themes. Vol 3. Studies in 
Learning and Teaching. London: Routledge Falmer. 

60 G. McCulloch (1987). Curriculum history in England and New Zealand. In I. F. Goodson 
International Perspectives in Curriculum History. London: Croom Helm, 1987. 

61 P. Cunningham (1988). Curriculum Changes in the Primary School Since 1945. London: Falmer 
Press. 

62 P. W. Musgrave (1988). Socialising Contexts: The Subject in Society. Sydney: Allen and Unwin. 
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and Tanner63 on the USA. The pioneering work of Goodson64 on the history of school 

subjects already noted brought a new sophistication to the field. He was motivated 

by a view that a consequence of not engaging in the study of the history of curriculum 

is ‘historical amnesia’.65 That, he argued, could lead to curriculum reinvention rather 

than development.66 He rejected the view of the written curriculum as a neutral 

given, stating that one of “the perennial problems in studying curriculum is that it is 

a multifaceted concept that is constructed, negotiated and renegotiated at a variety 

of levels and in a variety of arenas”.67 In similar vein, Hargreaves68 argued that 

school subjects are “more than groupings of intellectual thought. They are social 

systems too. They compete for power, prestige, recognition and reward”. Equally, 

Popkewitz69 called for an examination of “historically-formed rules and standards 

that order, classify and divide what is ‘seen’ and acted on in schooling”. 

More specifically, Goodson called for an understanding of how “curriculum 

prescriptions are socially constructed for use in schools; studies of the actual 

development of courses of study, of national curriculum plans, of subject syllabuses 

and so on”.70 In particular, he argued that historical studies of school subjects could 

offer local detail of curriculum change and conflict and serve to identify individuals 

 
63 D. Tanner and L. N. Tanner (1989). History of the School Curriculum. New York: Macmillan. 
64 I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays. 
65 Ibid. 
66 I. F. Goodson and C. Marsh (1996) Studying School Subjects: A Guide. London: Falmer Press. 
67 I. F. Goodson (1990) Studying Curriculum: Towards a Social Constructionist Perspective. Journal 

of Curriculum Studies.  22 (4): 299-312, p. 299. 
68 A. Hargreaves (1989) Curriculum and Assessment Reform.  Toronto: OISE Press, p. 56. 
69 T. S. Popkewitz (2009) Curriculum study, curriculum history, and curriculum theory: The reason 

of reason.  Journal of Curriculum Studies.  41 (3): 301-319, p. 301. 
70 I. F. Goodson (1990). Studying Curriculum: Towards a Social Constructionist Perspective,  

p. 305. 
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and interest groups providing examination and assessment of intention and 

motivation. “Thereby”, he concluded, “sociological theories which attribute power 

over the curriculum to dominant interest groups can be scrutinised for their empirical 

potential”.71 

Notwithstanding the pioneering work of Goodson and others on the history of 

school subjects, few researchers responded to the challenge presented at the time. 

McCulloch at a later date observed: 

…[curriculum history] failed to penetrate the disciplinary boundaries of 
education, history and the social sciences, but had instead generated 
uncomfortable tensions over its nature and potential contribution, although it 
continued to develop and to offer new contributions in succeeding decades.72 

Relatedly, O’Donoghue argued for a “regeneration” of such studies specifically in 

relation to Australia.73 Reflecting also on the Australian context, Campbell drew 

attention to a lack of “a broad, cohesive, historical study of school curricula from 

colonial to more modern times”.74 

Other curriculum scholars75 emphasised the importance of engaging in the 

study of curriculum history and what it can reveal about the purposes of curriculum. 

 
71 I. F. Goodson (1990). Studying Curriculum: Towards a Social Constructionist Perspective,  

p. 309. 
72 G. McCulloch (2011). The Struggle for the History of Education. London: Routledge 
73 T. O’Donoghue (2014). History of education research in Australia: Some current trends and 

possible directions for the future. Paedagogica Historica: International Journal of the History of 
Education. 50 (6): 805-812, p. 806. 

74 C. Campbell (2014). Thinking education, schooling and history: Quo vadis. Condensed version of 
a paper presented by Craig Campbell at the University of Melbourne, 27 March 2014. ANZHES 
Newsletter 1/14, June 2014: 1-13, p. 5. 

75 B. M. Franklin (1977). Curriculum history: Its nature and boundaries. Curriculum Inquiry. 7 (1): 
67-79; B. M. Franklin (1986). Building the American Community: The School Curriculum and 
the Search for Social Control. London: Falmer Press; B. M. Franklin (1991). Historical research 
on curriculum. In A. Lewy (Ed) (1991). International Encyclopedia of Curriculum.  Oxford: 
Pergamon Press, 1991; B. M. Franklin (1999) Discourse, rationality, and educational research: A 
historical perspective of RER. Review of Educational Research. 69 (4): 347-363; A. A. Glatthorn 
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Such engagement could, according to Davis76 and Kliebard and Franklin,77 aid one 

to arrive at a good understanding of why school curricula and the profession of 

curriculum work developed in the directions they did. Understanding along these 

lines is valuable, they argued, because any curriculum as it has appeared over time 

can be an important artefact of culture and what a society wants to preserve and pass 

on. On that, Rawling noted a tendency in “developed world education systems to use 

national curricula to reassert national identity, national heritage and national 

values”,78 and Whalley, et al. asserted that curricula can be “creatures of 

circumstance”,79 influenced by national needs, histories and government-driven 

skills and employability agendas. 

Research on the History of Geography as a School Subject 

Various scholars80 adopted Goodson’s position in order to study a range of school 

subjects. The study reported later in this thesis, as already pointed out, was also 

 
(1987). Curriculum Leadership. Glenview: Scott, Foresawe; H. K. Wright (2005). Does 
Hlebowitsh improve on curriculum history? Reading a rereading for its political purpose and 
implications. Curriculum Inquiry. 35 (1): 104-117. 

76 O. L. Davis (1977). The nature and boundaries of curriculum history: A contribution to dialogue 
over a yearbook and its review. Curriculum Inquiry. 7: 157-168. 

77 H. M. Kliebard and B. M. Franklin (1983). The course of the course of study: History of curriculum. 
In J. H. Best (Ed.). Historical Inquiry in Education: A Research Agenda. Washington DC: 
American Educational Research Association, 1983, 138-157. 

78 E. Rawling (2000). Ideology, politics and curriculum change: Reflections on school geography. 
Geography. 85 (3): 209-220, p. 210. 

79 W. B. Whalley, A. Saunders, A. Robin, R. A. Lewis, M. Buenemann and P. C. Sutton (2011). 
Curriculum development: Producing geographers for the 21st Century. Journal of Geography in 
Higher Education. 35 (3): 379-383, p. 381. 

80 K. Tan (1993). History of the History of Curriculum under Colonialism and Decolonisation: A 
Comparison of Hong Kong and Macau. Hong Kong: University of Hong Kong; G. Braine (Ed.) 
(2005). Teaching English to the World: History, Curriculum and Practice. Mahwah, NJ: L 
Erlbaum and Associates; D. M. Burton (2007). The History of Mathematics: An Introduction. 6th 
ed. New York: McGraw-Hill; B. Green and P. Cormack (2008). Curriculum history, English and 
the new education, or, installing the empire of English? Pedagogy, Culture and Society. 16 (3): 
253-267; T. S. Popkewitz (2011). Curriculum history, schooling and the history of the present. 
History of Education. 40 (1): 1-19. 
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guided to a certain extent by his position. It was undertaken to contribute to the wider 

body of knowledge in curriculum history on the geography curriculum. Such a 

contribution, it is held, is necessary not least because of the variety of definitions and 

perspectives that exist on the nature of the field of geography including in Australia. 

Some have noted “vague frontier zones”81 where “geography has meant different 

things to different people in different places” and where “the ‘nature’ of geography 

is always negotiated”.82 

Not all commentary, however, has been negative. Lambert for example, 

recognised the value of geography in that it “links with science, with the arts and 

with other humanities subjects like history” and provides “curriculum coherence” in 

schools.83 Additionally, Scarfe observed that the subject “promotes ways of thinking 

that are distinctly geographical”.84 

School geography also predated the establishment of its counterpart, the 

university-based discipline.85 On that, Goodson revealed that the subject in fact only 

came to be taught in universities long after having been taught in schools.86 This, he 

concluded, was due to the upward pressure on the universities to respond to the 

demand for geography specialists. 

 
81 W. Kirk, A. Lösch and I. Berlin, (1963). Problems of geography. Geography. 48 (4): 357-371,  

p. 358. 
82 D. N. Livingstone (1992). The Geographical Tradition: Episodes in the History of Contested 

Enterprise. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, p. 28. 
83 D. Lambert (2011). Reviewing the case for geography and the ‘knowledge turn’ in the English 

national curriculum. The Curriculum Journal. 22 (2): 243-264, p. 249. 
84 N. V. Scarfe (1964). Geography as an autonomous discipline in the school curriculum. Journal of 

Geography. 63 (7): 297-301, p. 297. 
85 D. Lambert (2013). Who Hung the humanities?  Geographical Education. 26: 25-28. 
86 I. F. Goodson (Ed.) (1988). International Perspectives in Curriculum History.  London: Routledge. 
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Nevertheless, as with the history of the school curriculum in general and that 

of other school subjects in particular, Rawling noted in 2000 that the history of the 

geography curriculum was a much-neglected area of research.87 Indeed, Freeman 

had already observed along the same lines back in 1961, commenting that “the 

history of geography is not an over-tilled field”.88 Marsden’s explanation offered in 

1996 for this situation was as follows: 

During the 1960s and 1970s as social scientific paradigms were promoted in 
an attempt to make academic work in education more respectable, 
consideration of historical contexts [of subjects such as geography] became 
increasingly marginalised.89 

Specifically regarding Australia, Seddon had in a similar tone bemoaned in 1987 the 

‘dearth’ of curriculum history.90 The consequence she said, was that Australian 

curriculum workers did not know their own past. This position, it is arguable, still 

holds 25 years later. 

More broadly, comprehensive studies of geography education internationally 

from the early 2000s were conducted by Gerber and Williams91 and by Lidstone and 

Williams.92 In indicating many neglected areas, they overlooked to point out that the 

history of the subject was under researched. The study reported in later chapters of 

 
87 E. Rawling (2000). Ideology, politics and curriculum change: Reflections on school geography. 
88 T. W. Freeman (1961). A Hundred Years of Geography, p. 9. 
89 W. Marsden (1996). Geography. In P. Gordon (Ed.) A Guide to Educational Research. London: 

Woburn Press, 1996, pp. 1-30, p. 264. 
90 T. Seddon (1989) Curriculum history: a map of key issues. Curriculum Perspectives. 9 (4): 1-16, 

p. 1. 
91 R. Gerber and M. Williams (2002). An overview of research on geographical education. In M. 

Smith (Ed.). Aspects of Teaching Secondary Geography. London: Routledge. 
92 J. Lidstone and M. Williams (2006). Researching change and changing research in geographical 

education. In J. Lidstone and M. Williams Geographical Education in a Changing World: Past 
Experience, Current Trends and Future Challenges. Dordrect: Springer, 2006. 
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this thesis, as already stated, was undertaken as one attempt aimed to address that 

deficit. 

Outline of the Constructions of Geography in Various Periods 

The decision to commence the study at 1917 was based on a number of 

considerations in relation to the history of Western Australia. From 1895 to 1912 the 

University of Adelaide administered public examinations in Perth for suitable 

candidates to enable them to gain entry to university education.93 That was because 

The University of Western Australia was not founded until 1911 and lectures did not 

commence until March 1913.94 From 1 August 1913 a Joint Board for the Control of 

School Certificate Examinations in Western Australia that later became the Public 

Examinations Board on 7 July 191595 (by Statute 17 of the Senate of The University 

of Western Australia) then set the examination standards for the secondary school 

curriculum. 

The Manual of Public Examinations Board for 191796 contained the first 

detailed syllabus and it was influenced by The University of Western Australia’s 

Professorial Board. In it, the geography Leaving Certificate examination syllabus 

contained four major sections for study: ‘elements of mathematical geography’, 

 
93 M. A. White (1974). Public examinations in Western Australia: Reflections on their establishment.  

ANZHES Journal. 3: 41-51, p. 42. 
94 F. Alexander (1963). Campus at Crawley: A Narrative and Critical Appreciation of the First Fifty 

Years of The University of Western Australia. Melbourne: Cheshire; M. A. White (1975). Sixty 
years of public examinations and matriculation policy in Western Australia. Australian Journal 
of Education. 19 (1): 64-77; A. Barcan (1980). A History of Australian Education. Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press. 

95 The University of Western Australia Archives, Agency 1 Registrar’s Office, Series 862 Indexes, 
Consignment 1650 Listing of Registrar’s Office Archives 1913-1980, item 1 

96 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 
by The University of Western Australia for 1917. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 
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‘physical geography’, ‘commercial geography’, and ‘political geography’. Special 

study of two selected countries was also required. Furthermore, a detailed outline 

was provided of practical work that needed to be undertaken while candidates were 

also tested on knowledge gained in the Junior Certificate course. 

The first sub-period relating to geography education in Western Australia that 

was studied by the present writer ranged from 1917 to 1944. Within it the 1920s was 

a time that witnessed rapidly increased post-primary school enrolments. Throughout 

the decades also, the influence of professors at The University of Western Australia 

acting as chief examiners and syllabus designers was considerable.97 For example, 

they ensured that minor revisions continued to be made to the 1917 geography 

syllabus. Nevertheless, the underlying conceptual framework remained the same 

throughout. There was also no significant change in the Leaving Certificate 

examination geography syllabus over the period. 

The second sub-period was from 1945 to 1957. Over these years the need for 

expanded provision of secondary school education in Western Australia due to a 

post-Second World War birth-bulge and concurrent immigration policies was 

addressed. Enrolments of students aged 14 years and above rose steeply and led to 

an increase in the number of Leaving Certificate examination candidates.98 During 

the War years the Federal and State governments also planned for post-War 

 
97 M. A. White (1975). Sixty years of public examinations and matriculation policy in Western 

Australia, p. 66. 
98 Ibid., p. 70; K. Tully (1993). An Historical Study of the Emergence of the 1958 Comprehensive 

Secondary Education Policy Within the Education Department of Western Australia.  
Unpublished MA Thesis, Curtin University of technology, Perth, p. 171. 
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reconstruction programs. In accord with that, policies were developed in Western 

Australia to provide three and five year co-educational, multilateral, government 

high schools to add to the six government high schools already in existence.99 

Specifically regarding geography, the State’s Manual of Public Examinations 

Board for 1944100 announced the development of a new syllabus for students at both 

Junior and Leaving Certificate examination levels. That was introduced in 1945. 

Within it the Leaving Certificate program retained the section on physical and 

practical geography that included the study of cartography, graphs, topography, 

fieldwork and the use of meteorological instruments. Further, regional geography 

now included elements of commercial geography and population distribution. 

During the third sub-period namely, from 1958 to 1974, the already planned 

three and five year co-educational, multilateral, government high schools were 

established. The numbers of students enrolled expanded rapidly over the next two 

decades, including in terms of those who enrolled for the Leaving Certificate 

examinations.101 The Leaving Certificate geography syllabus was also changed. 

A two-year course for Leaving Certificate geography, separating it from the 

Junior Certificate syllabus was outlined in the Manual of Public Examinations Board 

for 1958.102 At Leaving Certificate examination level there was now a new 

 
99 B. Down (2000). State secondary education for all.  Education Research and Perspectives. 27 (1): 

57-80. 
100 The University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

Board for 1944. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 
101 B. Down (2000). State secondary education for all, p. 71. 
102 The University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

Board for 1958. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 
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requirement that there be a systematic study of the continents, while an existing 

requirement that students acquire knowledge and skills in relation to map and 

practical geography was maintained. Further, whereas in previous geography syllabi 

only a few textbooks were listed, the 1958 syllabus devoted nearly two pages to 

outlining textbooks, with four being required for class use and an additional 23 

outlined for inclusion in school libraries. 

During the fourth sub-period namely, from 1975 to 1997, the Certificate of 

Secondary Education, first issued in 1975 by the newly established Board of 

Secondary Education, abolished the Leaving Certificate and a new Tertiary 

Admissions Examination replaced the Leaving Certificate Examination. The 

geography syllabus was also changed. In particular an emphasis was now placed on 

an enquiry-based approach to understanding patterns and processes in the 

environment. The development of conceptual knowledge through the teaching of ten 

major geography concepts and their application to a range of phenomena was also 

required. Further, the books listed constituted a complete revision of what had 

previously been outlined. That, it was argued, was to meet the needs of the new two-

level course (Leaving Certificate and Matriculation Certificate). There were also 

recommendations of acquisitions that could be made for school libraries and as 

teacher reference works. 

Joint Syllabus Committees established by the Board of Secondary Education 

for each subject replaced the Public Examinations Board in designing curricula. A 

majority of members of these committees consisted of school representatives. 

Overall, a ‘patterns and processes’ approach to the subject was maintained by the 
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committee responsible for geography for the senior secondary school years. Then, in 

1981, ‘applied geography’, a new senior secondary school subject, was introduced 

for students not intending to enter tertiary institutions. Finally, in 1986 the Secondary 

Education Authority replaced the Board of Secondary Education and commenced 

issuing the Certificate of Secondary Education, which could include evidence of a 

study of geography. 

Theoretical Framework 

As has already been stated, the aim of the study reported in this thesis was to produce 

a historical analysis of how geography was constructed as a subject for the senior 

years in government secondary schools in Western Australia during the period 1917 

to 1997. Four sub-periods were identified to help undertake an analysis that could 

allow for nuances and variations. 

It will also be recalled that a theoretical framework underpinning the study is 

one based on the pioneering work of Goodson103 on the history of school subjects. 

That framework rejects the view of the written curriculum “as a neutral given 

embedded in an otherwise meaningful complex situation”.104 Rather, it views 

curriculum “as a social artefact, conceived of and made for deliberate human 

 
103 I. F Goodson (1983). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History; I. 

F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays; I. F. Goodson (1990). Studying 
Curriculum: Towards a Social Constructionist Perspective; I. F. Goodson (1994). Studying 
Curriculum. Buckingham, UK: Open University Press; I. F. Goodson (2000). The need for 
curriculum history. In R. Lowe (Ed.). History of Education: Major Themes. Vol 3: Studies in 
Learning and Teaching. London: Routledge/Falmer, 2000, pp. 93-100; I. F. Goodson (2005). 
Learning, Curriculum and Life History: Selected Works of Ivor F. Goodson. Hoboken: Taylor and 
Francis. 

104 I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays, p. 260. 
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purposes”.105 As such, curricula can be seen to consist of continually changing 

bodies of knowledge, skills and beliefs reflecting diverse interests of sub-groups and 

alliances that shift frequently over time. Moreover, as Goodson also claimed, the 

various interest groups are often in pursuit of an array of conflicting professional, 

ideological and political goals.106 

Goodson’s framework was adopted for the study in order to examine the 

history of the preactive senior secondary school geography curriculum only. To 

study curriculum history at this level is to focus on the prescribed objectives, content 

and the structures of curriculum documents. It also involves identifying the various 

individuals and interest groups who partook in their production, and the nature and 

extent of their influence. By contrast, to study curriculum history at the interactive 

level is to focus on how the preactive curriculum was mediated in the classrooms, 

how the subjects or disciplines were taught, what strategies and activities were used, 

what experiences students had and what learning processes took place. 

Goodson made a case for focusing initially on the preactive level in the study 

of the history of an individual subject in order to increase understanding of the 

influences and interests functioning at that level.  Goodson and Medway in like 

manner contended that a use of the approach has the capacity to 

…further our knowledge of the values and purposes represented in schooling 
and the manner in which the preactive definition, notwithstanding individual 

 
105 I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays, p. 260. 
106 I. F Goodson (1983). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History, 

p. 4. 
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and local variations, may set parameters for interactive realisation and 
negotiation in the classroom and the school.107 

To assert then that the focus of the study reported here was on the preactive 

curriculum is synonymous with saying that it dealt with the construction of 

geography as a subject. 

A study of the interactive curriculum would demand a focus on the interactions 

that took place in classrooms in order to examine how geography as a subject for 

Western Australian government senior secondary schooling was mediated. It is 

recognised that this is equally important work that needs to be undertaken, but from 

the outset it was deemed that to do so would necessitate conducting a separate 

project. Furthermore, it was held that it could not be conducted in a productive 

manner without first of all having an in-depth understanding of the preactive 

curriculum. 

Research Approach 

As previously stated, four different constructions of geography as a subject for 

Western Australian government senior secondary schooling were identified in 

relation to the four sub-periods identified, namely, 1917 to 1944, 1945 to 1957, 1958 

to 1974, and 1975 to 1997. Furthermore, it will be recalled, the analysis within each 

sub-period was guided by three main research questions: 

 
107 I. F. Goodson and P. Medway (Eds.) (1990). Bringing English to Order: The History and Politics 

of a School Subject.  London: Falmer Press, p. 263. 
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• What were the background developments which influenced the process of 

constructing what came to be the dominant approach to the subject, including 

those associated with major issues, conflicts and compromises that arose? 

• What was the actual construction of the subject in the sense of ‘construction as 

product’, especially in terms of the stated aims, content, pedagogy and 

assessment approaches? 

• What were the issues, conflicts and compromises that arose following the 

introduction of the subject for senior secondary schooling? 

These were employed as guiding questions to identify data to explore the hypotheses 

and address the central aim of the study. 

The following hypotheses adapted from Goodson’s work were also used to 

guide the pursuance of answers to these questions in the initial stages of the 

research:108 

• The influences on government senior secondary schools and government 

education in Western Australia for the period under investigation reflected 

shifting amalgamations of sub-groups and traditions; 

• In the process of establishing geography as a subject in Western Australian 

government senior secondary schooling there was a progression from promoting 

pedagogic and utilitarian traditions to an academic tradition; 

 
108 I. F Goodson (1983). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History. 
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• Much of the debate that occurred about geography as a subject in the curriculum 

for Western Australian government senior secondary schooling can be 

interpreted in terms of wider conflict both within and between subjects over 

status, resources and territory. 

Further, a wide variety of primary and secondary source materials were located and 

analysed. 

The principal primary sources used were located in the archives of the School 

Curriculum and Standards Authority of Western Australia, the Department of 

Education of Western Australia, the State Records Office, the J. S. Battye Library of 

West Australian History in the State Library of Western Australia, the archives of 

The University of Western Australia, the Geographical Association of Western 

Australia and the Australian Geography Teachers’ Association. They included 

minutes of committee meetings, reports and submissions, committees of inquiry 

reports, parliamentary proceedings and legislation, printed materials, syllabus 

manuals and course outlines, speeches and newspaper extracts. Examining these 

enabled the researcher to acquire an understanding of the influence of various 

individuals and interest groups involved in the creation of curriculum documents and 

to reveal aspects of curriculum contestation that in some cases, indicated 

inaccuracies, misinterpretations, bias and prejudice. Various secondary sources were 

also drawn upon. 

In addition to using ‘traditional’ historical approaches to the analysis of 

sources, various theoretical positions were also drawn upon. The first of these was 
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based on Goodson’s work.109 His advice that one should, in the first instance, focus 

only on the preactive curriculum was, as indicated already, followed. The related 

analysis was undertaken at two levels. First, there was an internal analysis of various 

relevant curriculum documents. That was followed by an external analysis to ensure 

that consideration was given to the broader environmental, social, economic and 

political contexts. In other words, patterns uncovered during the internal analysis 

were considered in their relationship to such aspects of the wider context as the 

nature of senior secondary schooling, the structure of society, technological changes, 

the economy, the political and philosophical viewpoints. On this, attention was paid 

to the advice of curriculum theorists110 who have emphasised the importance of 

considering historical and contextual factors, and to Lawton’s declaration that “it is 

difficult, if not impossible to discuss curriculum issues without viewing them in the 

social, cultural and historical context”.111 

The researcher was also mindful of the need for historians to carefully examine 

their sources by asking questions that might lead to the creation of further questions 

and further gathering of evidence.112 On this, Seddon suggested a process of 

“analysing the constellation of elements and their interaction” that can reveal 

 
109 I. F. Goodson (1987). The Making of Curriculum: Collected Essays. 
110 P. Taylor (1979). New Directions in Curriculum Studies. Lewes: Falmer Press, p. 117; M. Lawn 

and I. Barton (1981). Rethinking Curriculum Studies: A Radical Approach. London: Croom Helm, 
p. 14. 

111 D. Lawton (1980). The end of the secret garden? A study in the politics of the curriculum. In P. 
Gordon The Study of Education. London: Woburn Press, Vol. 2., 1980, pp. 221-347, p. 306. 

112 T. A. O’Donoghue (1992). Clio and the curriculum: History and the true professional. Australian 
Journal of Teacher Education. 18 (1): 23-27, p. 25. 



 32 

relationships between past, present and future.113 In similar vein, Tanner asserted the 

importance of examining curriculum history documents to reveal incremental 

changes over historical time.114 

A second theoretical position that informed the analysis is Marsden’s model 

for the evaluation of phases of geography curriculum change.115 The three key 

aspects of geography he identified proved particularly useful as foci for engaging in 

comparison and contrast in relation to the evolving analysis. The first of these is what 

he terms ‘geographical distinctiveness’. The heart of the subject, in his view, is the 

synthesis of physical and human elements of geography that can be threatened by 

highly specialised systematic studies. It is the ‘assemblage’ of these elements, he 

holds, that leads to the distinctive nature of geography rather than the uniqueness of 

any one part. Furthermore, distinctiveness is maintained by the linking of physical 

and human aspects of the subject through ‘places’ in an authentic geographical way. 

The second key aspect of geography according to Marsden is its educational 

value. On this, the focus in the subject, in his view, should be on improving its 

intellectual standing by maintaining education rigour through rational curriculum 

planning and promoting ‘meaningful learning’ as opposed to rote learning; 

Ausubel116 uses this term ‘meaningful learning’ to refer to the learning process 

whereby the acquisition of new knowledge is related with previous knowledge. 

 
113 T. Seddon (1989). Curriculum history: A map of key issues. Curriculum Perspectives. 9 (4):  

1-16, p. 8. 
114 L. N. Tanner (1982). Observation: Curriculum History as Usable Knowledge, p. 409. 
115 W. Marsden (1996). Geography. In P. Gordon (Ed.). A Guide to Educational Research. 
116 D. P. Ausubel (1963). The Psychology of Meaningful Verbal Learning: An Introduction to School 

Learning. New York: Grune and Stratton. 
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Further, the value of geography according to Marsden also relates to its capacity as 

a bridging subject in the curriculum, connecting the humanities with the sciences. 

The third key aspect of geography, according to Marsden, is that of social 

relevance. This is a view that the subject should promote environmental awareness 

while maintaining a human face rather than being narrowly focused on quantitative 

analysis. Geography, in other words, should include such matters of social concern 

as awareness of political jingoism, awareness of the needs of the child, and ways of 

enhancing teacher skills. 

Another theoretical position yet again that informed the analysis was Beeby’s 

stages of development in education systems.117 This position was first elaborated 

back in 1966. Nevertheless the present author holds that it has stood the test of time 

as useful heuristic for use in research of the type reported here. 

Beeby proposed that historically the role of the teacher has changed across four 

key stages: the “Dame School Stage”, the “Stage of Formalism”, the “Stage of 

Transition” and the “Stage of Meaning”. He also proposed that growth in the quality 

of education moves through these stages. Further, he proposed that this is closely 

aligned with the education and professional training of teachers. 

The Dame School Stage is characterised by ill-educated and untrained teachers 

who are only able to teach narrow subject content (the ‘three Rs’) through rigid 

techniques of memorisation. In the Stage of Formalism teachers are still ill-educated 

 
117 C. E Beeby (1966). The Quality of Education in Developing Countries.  Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 
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but have received a basic training. Teachers now are highly organised, employing 

rigid methods (‘one best way’) that rely on rote learning and the use of a few 

prescribed texts. Further, tight discipline is maintained. 

The Stage of Transition is characterised by teachers who are better educated 

than teachers at the Stage of Formalism and they also have received basic training.  

While rote learning still takes place, emphasis is placed on understanding the 

meaning of what is being taught, even if what takes place in this regard is ‘thin’ and 

formal. Syllabii and textbooks are also less restrictive, but little effort is made to 

cater for the child’s emotional and creative needs. 

In the Stage of Meaning, teachers are well educated and well trained. A wide 

curriculum is offered and the learning experiences involve the use of a variety of 

content and methods, including problem solving, to cater creatively for individual 

differences. Discipline is relaxed, a positive approach is adopted and buildings and 

equipment are better than they were in the previous stages. 

While Beeby’s theory has direct relevance to teaching practice, it also places 

a realistic emphasis on the gradualism of change. That perspective was found to be 

useful by the present author in considering how curriculum subjects have developed. 

In particular, it provided a framework that was of assistance in locating the general 

position and orientation of geography as a subject for Western Australian senior 

secondary schooling at particular points over the period considered. 

It was recognised also that a comparative approach is helpful when engaging 

in research on curriculum history. According to Crook and McCulloch, the benefits 
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of cultivating such an approach to the history of education are threefold.118 The first 

is to gain an insight into comparisons and contrasts of the education in the past. The 

second benefit is to enhance understanding of the influences and interactions 

including at the international level to take account of the influences of globalisation. 

The third benefit is to generate and inform overarching theory and general patterns. 

Crook and McCulloch went on to say that they regretted the apparent 

separation of the ‘comparative’ and the ‘historical’ in education research: 

In spite of the clear benefits to be gained from comparative approaches to the 
history of education, and the existence of some fine exemplars of how to go 
about such work, it may be said that the ‘comparative’ and the ‘historical’ 
have tended to develop as distinct fields of study with separate concerns and 
characteristics.119 

The latter point, which strongly influenced the thinking of the present researcher is 

similar to that elaborated on by Cowen, who concluded that while comparative 

education has always had a strong notion of space, it has been relatively weak in its 

handling of time.120 That weakness, he suggested, can have a negative influence on 

contemporary research in comparative education. 

Structure of the Thesis 

The remainder of this thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter Two is a contextual 

chapter on the history of schooling internationally and in Australia, including an 

outline of general curriculum patterns up to 1917. Four chapters follow with each 

 
118 D. Crook and G. McCulloch (2002). Comparative approaches to the history of education. History 
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119 D. Crook and G. McCulloch (2002). Comparative Approaches to the History of Education,  
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relating to one of the four sub-periods representing a particular construction of the 

geography curriculum for senior secondary government schools in Western 

Australia. The first section in each provides an overview of developments in 

Australian history over the sub-period. The second section provides an overview of 

the developments in schooling and curriculum in Australia in that particular sub-

period. The third section describes developments in the geography curricula over the 

sub-period. The fourth section presents the results of the analysis of the construction 

of the geography curriculum for senior secondary government schools in Western 

Australia for the sub-period.  

Chapter Seven presents a synthesis of the analyses outlined in the previous 

chapters. It does so by addressing three hypotheses proposed by internationally 

renowned curriculum historians in relation to the extent to which they are upheld for 

the senior secondary school geography curriculum in Western Australia for each of 

the sub-periods considered within the period 1917-1997. 

Two final points deemed by the researcher to be very important need to be 

made. Both relate to how it was envisaged the core of the thesis should be read. The 

first relates to the significant amount of detail on the general international, national 

and local contexts outlined in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 before moving to the specific 

matter of the geography curriculum in Western Australia in each chapter. It was 

considered necessary to present that detail in light of the embracement of the 

contention made already that any study of curriculum historically needs to be 

undertaken not only in relation to how the curriculum was located within various 

contexts, but also in relation to how it potentially was influenced by and also, maybe 
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in some cases, influenced those contexts. On that, it was considered improper to 

assume the reader would be very familiar with what those contexts were in relation 

to each sub-period addressed. The reader is therefore invited to keep those caveats 

in mind when reading each of the chapters in question and especially if she or he 

may become somewhat frustrated by having to wait a little to reach the exposition 

on the geography curriculum in each case. 

The second point relates to discussion on the various analyses presented in 

Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6. In a traditional narrative history, that would be interleaved 

throughout the exposition in each of these. However, this thesis was conceptualised 

more as a work of social science history, where description and analyses are 

presented in detail before revisiting the major patterns that are revealed and 

discussing them in the form of what might be termed a ‘second-level of analysis’. 

The reader is invited to keep in mind that the second level of analysis is the focus of 

Chapter 7. 

Conclusion 

This introductory chapter has provided an overview of the study presented in the 

thesis that aimed to develop an understanding of how, historically, the geography 

curriculum has been constructed as a subject for students in the senior secondary 

school years in Western Australian government schools from 1917 to 1997. The first 

section briefly described the geographical and education context of the research and 

identified four different constructions of the subject over four sub-periods. An 

outline of the historical development of geography internationally was then 

presented. 
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A discussion on the contribution the study makes to the wider body of 

knowledge on the history of geography as a school subject internationally as well as 

in Australia and Western Australia followed. The design of the study was also 

detailed. Particular emphasis was placed on it being based on a position that 

recognises the interplay of history, education and politics in creating complex 

changes in curriculum over time. Chapter Two, that deals with the broad education 

context, is now presented. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE BROAD EDUCATION CONTEXT 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter the international, national and State education contexts to the study 

reported in this thesis are detailed. First, a general overview on schooling in 

European societies from the days of the 18th century French philosopher, Jean-

Jacques Rousseau through to 1917 is presented. An overview of the development of 

schooling in Australia to 1917 follows. Finally, the development of schooling in 

Western Australia to 1917 is considered. 

Overview on Schooling in European Societies to 1917 

The thoughts and writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) constitute an 

arbitrary starting point in seeking to detail the international background to the main 

focus of this thesis. Various scholars1 have considered the work of this French 

romantic writer and philosopher of education they deem to have been the inspiration 

for the establishment of progressive education in the 18th century. Further, he has 

also been called the ‘father of government schools’.2 

 
1 M. K. Novello (1999). Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Father of Government Schools. Paper presented at 

the British Educational Research Association Conference, University of Sussex, at Brighton, 2-5 
September 1999; J. Oelkers (2002). Rousseau and the image of ‘modern education’. Journal of 
Curriculum Studies. 34 (6): 679-698; W. Koops (2012). Jean Jacques Rousseau, modern 
developmental psychology, and education. European Journal of Developmental Psychology.  
9: 46-56. 

2 M. K. Novello (1999). Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Father of Government Schools. 
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Rousseau’s broad range of paradoxical concepts directly and indirectly 

influenced other education theorists, including Pestalozzi, Froebel, Dewey, 

Montessori and Piaget. Thus, by the end of the 19th century ‘education according to 

nature’ was associated with him and was known far and wide.3 Indeed, Novello4 

concluded that his ‘web of ideas’ provided the foundation for education systems in 

the USA, Europe and Russia5 and for the organisation of public schooling broadly 

in accordance with the developmental path he envisaged for the child.6 In addition, 

early childhood care and education centres across the world, variously named ‘infant 

schools’, ‘kindergartens’, ‘nursery schools’ and ‘pre-schools’ have their origins in 

Rousseau’s thought and in “remarkably similar historical streams”.7 The evolution 

of these centres were accelerated due to the industrial revolution and the employment 

of women in the factory workforce.8 Four related motivational streams were 

identified by Kamerman,9 namely, “child protection, early childhood education, 

services for children with special needs, and services to facilitate mothers’ labour 

force participation”, all of which had their intellectual roots in a philosophy that 

recognised childhood as a unique period in life.10 

 
3 T. Davidson (1898). Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Education According to Nature. London: 

Heinemann. 
4 M. K. Novello (1999). Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Father of Government Schools. 
5 Ibid. 
6 W. Koops (2012). Jean Jacques Rousseau, modern developmental psychology, and education. 
7 S. B. Kamerman (2007). A global history of early childhood education and care. Background paper 

prepared for the Education for All Global Monitoring Report. Paris: UNESCO, p. 10. 
8 E. Midwinter (1970). Nineteenth Century Education. New York: Harper and Row. 
9 S. B. Kamerman (2007). A global history of early childhood education and care, p. 10. 
10 P. Aries (1962). Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life. New York: Knopf. 
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The Swiss pedagogue and education reformer Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi 

(1746-1827) was inspired by the writings of Rousseau and became a teacher of 

young children in the late 18th century. He worked on the improvement of content 

and method in the teaching of reading, spelling, arithmetic, nature study and 

geography11 and his ideas attracted considerable attention in Continental Europe. 

Nurseries sponsored by voluntary and philanthropic interests and influenced by his 

ideas also emerged in England and Scotland. 

Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), a German philosopher and educator who 

studied with Pestalozzi in Switzerland is another who developed a philosophy of and 

program for education for children from four to six years of age. This period he 

viewed as relating to a transition between home and school and between infancy and 

childhood. He opened his first school in 1816.12 Then, in 1840 he adopted the term 

‘kindergarten’, literally meaning ‘children’s garden’, to rename a school he had 

established a few years earlier where he worked when he developed his concept of 

structured/guided play as the basis of a young child’s learning.13 That was 

revolutionary because prior to this young children had not usually been educated in 

a formal setting and play had been considered unimportant.14 

 
11 H. G. Good and J. D. Teller (1969). A History of Western Education. New York: Macmillan. 
12 Ibid. 
13 J. P. Manning (2005). Rediscovering Froebel: A call to re-examine his life and gifts. Early 

Childhood Education Journal. 32 (6): 371-376. 
14 S. J. Braun and E. P. Edwards (1972). History and Theory of Early Childhood Education. New 

York: C.A. Jones Publishing Company. 
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The kindergarten movement spread to other parts of Germany and then 

throughout the Western world “with amazing rapidity”.15 The first kindergarten was 

opened in the USA in 185516 and after that others were established across the 

country.17 In England, the first kindergarten was opened in 1854.18 Conditions for the 

working poor there, however, militated against complete and effective adoption of 

the associated practices, although after the 1850s an element of activity was 

introduced in schooling generally.19 

Unlike the situation in a number of countries in Europe there was no national 

system of education in England and Wales prior to the 19th century. Rather, education 

there had long been considered to be in the province of the home and the church.20 

That laissez faire attitude meant that schools were only provided by private and 

philanthropic agencies and by such church-controlled voluntary societies as the 

Dissenters, the British and Foreign Schools Society and the National Society. In fact 

the ‘voluntaryists’, so called because they made voluntary contributions to schools, 

were totally opposed to State intervention in schooling. 

The development of a national education system in England, as a result, took 

place about “a half century behind” European countries.21 In essence, the nation 

 
15 W. Armytage (1952). Friedrich Froebel: A centennial appreciation. History of Education Journal. 

3 (4): 107-113, p. 113. 
16 S. J. Braun and E. P. Edwards (1972). History and Theory of Early Childhood Education. 
17 C. M. Muelle (2005). The history of kindergarten: From Germany to the United States. California 

Open Educational Resources Council. 1, pp. 87-92. 
18 K. D. Nawrotzki (2006). Froebel is dead, long live Froebel: The National Froebel Foundation and 

English education. History of Education. 35 (2): 209-223. 
19 J. Lawson and H. Silver (1973). A Social History of Education in England. London: Methuen. 
20 H. G. Good and J. D. Teller (1969). A History of Western Education. 
21 Ibid., p. 401 
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experienced the emergence of a divided school system developing in line with its 

class structure.22 Additionally, the factory model was influential in the development 

and organisation of mass education there, with a series of Factory Acts being passed. 

These led to improvements in the working conditions of children being 

complemented by education legislation that also led to improvements in the 

provision of elementary education. 

State aid for education to the voluntary societies commenced in 1833 when 

Parliament voted a small fund for the building of schoolhouses. In 1839 a Committee 

of Council was created to administer government grants to schools and in 1846 it 

appointed school inspectors. It then introduced the Revised Code propounding the 

‘payment by results’ system based on the individual examination of each child for 

determining funding for each school.23 The effect of this, which was not abolished 

until 1890, was to make teaching “mechanical and formal”24 and to restrict it to 

reading, writing and arithmetic since funding was not earned by work in such 

subjects as geography, history and drawing.25 

The 1870 Elementary Education Act that led to the establishment of 

elementary schools for all children aged five years and over26 resulted in government 

taking the schooling of children more seriously than previously.27 Nevertheless, a 

 
22 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: A Brief History. www.educationengland.org.uk/history 
23 E. Midwinter (1970). Nineteenth Century Education; J. Lawson and H. Silver (1973). A Social 

History of Education in England. 
24 E. Midwinter (1970). Nineteenth century education, p. 38 
25 H. G. Good and J. D. Teller (1969). A History of Western Education.  
26 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: A Brief History. 
27 Ibid. 
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coherent approach was lacking until the beginning of the 20th century, whereas in 

Europe and the USA a rapid development of publicly funded elementary school 

systems had been producing educated workforces for new industries. Other nations 

by now were also creating public secondary schools that emphasised engineering 

and science subjects as opposed to just the classical education still favoured in 

Britain for students enrolled at that school level.28 Further, until 1902 there was no 

centrally administered and financed system of State secondary schooling in 

England.29 The British “traditional view was that secondary school education should 

not be vocational or be an extension of elementary schooling. Rather, it should be 

for the middle class and not publicly funded or controlled”.30 

Nevertheless, towards the end of the 19th century, traditional sentiment was 

changing. In fact, from the 1870s, some larger ‘school boards’ had been opening 

‘higher grade’ or lower secondary schools that offered scientific and technical 

courses while government-formed county and county borough technical education 

committees provided grants to institutions teaching scientific and technical subjects. 

As a result, by the mid 1890s a system of “publicly financed, locally controlled 

secondary education was emerging piecemeal, with an intake of mainly lower middle 

and artisan-class children from public elementary schools”.31 

 
28 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: A Brief History. 
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30 Ibid., p. 101. 
31 Ibid., p. 102. 
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Acting on the recommendations of the 1895 Bryce Commission on Secondary 

Education,32 the 1902 Education Act33 inaugurated a secondary school system 

administered by local government. One effect was to create two categories of state-

aided secondary school: the endowed grammar schools, which now received grant-

aid from the Local Education Authorities, and the municipal or county secondary 

schools maintained by the Local Education Authorities.34 In both cases the 

curriculum had an academic basis but was ‘modern’ in that it integrated mathematics 

and science and had a general rather than overly literary or classical thrust. 

Considerable debate took place on the secondary school curriculum during the 

pre-World War One decade. This, Whitbread observed:  

…was essentially about development in a period when demand for secondary 
education was expanding, the social function of secondary schools was 
changing and a developing new pedagogy was gaining recognition.35 

Soon science, practical subjects and practical work in academic subjects came to be 

promoted in a move aimed to widen the definition of a liberal and general 

education.36 Nevertheless, secondary schooling was still only for a minority, with 

access dependent mostly on parental income to pay school fees. A structure of formal 

and informal technical and vocational training separate from the school system was 
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also evolving. That led to the provision of part time courses suited to the working 

and artisan classes.37 

In the 1890s the Bryce Commission reported that  “more change in the 

condition of Secondary Education for girls [had recently taken place] than in any 

other department of education”.38 Following the passing of the 1902 Act there were, 

in addition to private schools, 349 girls’ and 237 mixed boys’ and girls’ secondary 

schools receiving government grants. However, the girls in attendance represented 

only a small number of those in the middle classes, with the vast majority still being 

educated in the home or in ‘traditional’ private schools.39 

While schools for girls offered some subjects related to domestic duties they 

also began to adopt an academic curriculum modelled on the boys’ secondary school 

curriculum.40 It included Latin, some mathematics, and structured approaches to 

history, geography and modern languages, but little science.41 Further, it was 

intended largely to develop students’ intellectual and personal attributes only to the 

extent of enabling them to fulfil effectively their traditional roles as wives and 

mothers.42 

The development of State education in Scotland like that in England also 

influenced developments in Australia. What emerged there was closer to the 

continental European pattern in that early on a relatively uniform and linked national 
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system was established in education stages. Unlike in England and Wales also, the 

system in Scotland benefited early from legal and financial support from the State.43 

Further, the passing of the 1872 Education (Scotland) Act44 made primary school 

education universal and mandatory in Scotland.45 The associated ‘national’ 

education movement sought to create a uniform and non-sectarian system in which 

there was an increased role for the State and a diminished emphasis on religion.46 

Additionally, both the parish schools in the countryside and the borough schools in 

the towns were expected to serve the whole community and meet a wide range of 

education needs.47 

The 1872 Act also made some provision for secondary school education in 

Scotland but national standards for the sector were not set until the introduction of 

the Leaving Certificate Examination in 1888. Then in 1890 school fees were 

abolished. That meant that a State-funded national system of compulsory basic 

schooling was created.48 

Toward the end of the 19th century a much larger proportion of children also 

were in post-elementary education in Scotland compared to in England.49 Further, 
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by 1912 about 15 per cent of elementary school children proceeded to secondary 

schooling there. That was more than three times the proportion of those in attendance 

in England.50 Additionally, co-education for boys and girls at the elementary school 

level was common in Scotland.51 

Overview of the Development of Australian Schooling to 1917 

Phase 1 - 1788 to 1815: Early convict settlement 

The first Australian colony, established at Sydney Cove, Port Jackson in 1788, was 

a British penal settlement. As it spread the population grew rapidly and the number 

of children increased. Nevertheless the country’s sheer size and the dispersed nature 

of its relatively small population created difficulties for the provision of schooling. 

The early schools were very basic and the early teachers were mostly untrained 

soldiers, convicts and women.52 From early on the governors used the colonial 

chaplains to supervise them.53 Further, the criteria for employment rarely extended 

beyond literacy, good behaviour and the ability to maintain classroom discipline.54 

Relying on the churches, those who oversaw colonial schooling adopted 

English pedagogical approaches including rudimentary teaching methods. The 
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basics of numeracy and literacy were imported using the Bible as the main teaching 

and learning resource. That was supplemented by the use of books on spelling, by 

catechisms, and by dictionaries and grammars.55 This was because schooling existed 

for religious, social and moral purposes.56 

Initially the Church of England clergy (the predominant religion in the 

settlement) oversaw the education needs of the settlers. Later they were assisted by 

members of the colonial administration.57 Indeed, on his first day in office on 1 

January 1810 Governor Macquarie ordered the establishment of a public school. 

That initiative demonstrated government acceptance of some responsibility for 

education at this early stage. Indeed, because the population became dependent on 

government for the provision of most public services, its involvement in schooling 

was considered legitimate.58 

Phase 2 - 1815 to 1831: An attempted Anglican monopoly 

During the early years of this phase parish and public elementary schools were small, 

especially in rural areas. They “were often mere wretched slab structures, erected by 

residents … stood by the roadside, bare and ugly, surrounded by scrub and 

brushwood, unprepossessing from without, disordered and gloomy from within”.59 

Further, while children often commenced school before they had reached the age of 
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five, they usually had left by the age of 12. Moreover, school attendance was 

irregular. 

The schools by and large were co-educational and the curriculum was similar 

for both boys and girls with reading, writing, arithmetic and religious instruction at 

the core. Coexisting with government-assisted schools for the lower classes were a 

variety of private education institutions for the children of the middle and upper 

classes. Most of these ‘private venture schools’ as they were termed offered little 

more than an elementary education. Some ‘academies’, however, offered a mixed 

classical and commercial curriculum.60 Further, the transition of the Colony from 

being “a penal establishment to a wealthy pastoral society”61 gave rise to the growth 

of a landed and commercial class in New South Wales and the opening of grammar 

schools by clergymen. 

With the assistance of government grants of money and land, the ‘Anglican’ 

Church of England attempted to establish a monopoly in elementary school 

education.62 In March 1826 the government in New South Wales established the 

Clergy and School Lands Corporation, often referred to as the ‘Church and School 

Corporation’. It was endowed with one-seventh of the new lands of the Colony for 

the sole use and benefit of the Church. Money raised from the sale of these lands was 

to be used to promote the Anglican religion and education under a centralised 
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administration by a Board of Trustees.63 That was the “first attempt to create a school 

system in Australia”.64 

Initially the actions of the Corporation resulted in considerable expansion of 

schools in greater New South Wales that extended to Moreton Bay (present day 

Brisbane, Queensland). It also included Van Diemen’s Land, the latter having been 

politically separated from New South Wales in 1825.65 However, there was 

“vociferous opposition in the infant colony”66 to the Corporation from all quarters. 

Soon its members realised that without its anticipated proceeds from land grant sales 

its continuation would be threatened.67 The Church of England now found its attempt 

to make itself the establishment Church of the Colony and to control colonial 

schooling was fatally challenged.68 

Phase 3 - 1831 to 1848: The denominational period 

The 1830s saw considerable expansion of pastoral activity that redefined colonial 

society and influenced colonial education. Population movement inland also 

exacerbated the challenge of providing elementary schooling in rural areas. Further, 

the growth in population led to the establishment of four competing religious 

denominations and an increase in hostility to special privileges for any one church. 

Anglicanism was strongest among the upper and lower British classes but less so 
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among the middle classes. Catholicism was the religion of about a quarter of the 

population and was mainly confined to the poorer classes of Irish origin. 

Demographic expansion coupled with economic prosperity reshaped the social 

classes as the pastoralists challenged the landed aristocracy. A new governor arrived 

in December 1831 and promoted policies reflecting those of the liberal government 

in England. Believing that in dealing with religious bodies the State should not prefer 

any particular one69 he dissolved the Church and School Corporation in 183370 and 

worked towards establishing a non-denominational public school system.71 That 

generated intense clerical opposition such that he was eventually forced to subsidise 

the denominations on a pound-for-pound basis, leading to the so-called ‘half-and-

half’ scheme.72 

The State-aided churches then developed four competing systems of 

elementary school education.73 While these catered mainly for the lower classes, the 

churches also established schools for the children of the middle and upper classes. 

Additionally, a few corporate collegiate schools, mostly with denominational 

affiliations, were established offering a mainly classics curriculum, but some 

combined this with a commercial education. While these were prestigious schools, 
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most middle class families preferred private-venture schools for the education of 

their children. 

The administration of the settlements in Van Diemen’s Land,74 it will be 

recalled, was separate from that in New South Wales. With the dissolution of the 

Church and School Corporation, the Church of England, which was the dominant 

religion, inherited its schools. However, Church dominance of education was 

challenged and a Board of Education was formed in 1839 to oversee a system of 

public elementary schools.75 That Board made slow progress while the Catholic 

Church by contrast began to expand the number of its schools. 

A settlement was founded in South Australia in 1836 and schools were opened 

from that year onwards. These were private venture schools and included dame 

schools.76 The colonists were all free settlers and mostly non-conformist in religion. 

Further, unlike in the other colonies they had a plan from the outset for the 

establishment of schools due to the efforts of the South Australian Company that had 

been founded in London in 1836.77 

By 1844 only about a third of the children in South Australia were receiving 

schooling and that was in private schools. Thus, calls were made for government 
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assistance in education. For a short time from 1847, the governor subsidised 

churches to provide schools through a Board of Education. That, however, met with 

opposition from the settlers and was soon withdrawn.78 

Phase 4 - 1848 to 1880: A period of shared power 

From 1833 to 1848 the churches in New South Wales resisted the introduction of a 

State system of elementary school education.79 The governor, however, had been 

pressing for the establishment of a system of ‘national schools’ (‘public’ or ‘State’). 

The solution was a compromise. 80 Under legislation passed in 184881 a National 

Schools Board was formed to control public schools (mostly in isolated locations 

where Church schools did not exist) and a Denominational Schools Board was set 

up to administer established schools in the populous centres.82 That policy ushered 

in Governor FitzRoy’s ‘Dual System’.83 Soon it was adopted also in the newly 

separated colonies of Victoria, Tasmania, Queensland and (later) Western 

Australia.84 

 The Dual System proved to be less than satisfactory in terms of what it sought 

to achieve. While schools proliferated in populous centres of settlement, it failed in 
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the provision of adequate schooling throughout the colonies.85 As a consequence the 

colonial legislatures during the 1860s passed several so-called ‘compromise acts’86 

to place the State-aided denominational schools and the national schools under the 

control of a single board in each colony.87 The effect in New South Wales at least, 

meant for the first time since the foundation of the Colony that “the number of 

elementary schools and the quality of teaching ensured basic education was available 

for almost all children whose parents valued this”.88 

The growth of the landed and commercial classes also created a demand for 

secondary school education.89 Government entered this field in the 1850s in Sydney, 

Melbourne, Hobart and Brisbane (in 1863) with the opening of ‘normal’ schools that 

provided post-elementary education and teacher training.90 These were very much in 

the minority, however, compared to the numerous corporate colleges and private 

venture schools that were offering secondary education. 

Government initiative was also relied on in Queensland for the development 

of secondary school education. The Grammar School Act of 186091 encouraged the 
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foundation of non-denominational autonomous State-aided grammar schools.92 State 

scholarships were introduced in 1864 to assist elementary school children to attend 

a grammar school. Then, in 1873 the Board of General Education held its first 

scholarship examinations in grammar, arithmetic and geography, thereby raising the 

importance of these subjects in the elementary school curriculum.93 

The first colonial universities were established in Sydney94 (1852) and 

Melbourne95 (1853). Their demands for high entrance requirements led to 

improvement in secondary schools. Accordingly, public examinations along the lines 

of those established in England in the 1850s that set academic entry standards were 

also soon adopted. Additionally some flexibility was demonstrated. For example, 

The University of Melbourne modified its matriculation examination so that it could 

serve both as the final examination for boys not going on to university and as an 

entrance examination for boys proceeding to university studies. Further, in 1855 

English, history and geography were added to Latin, Greek and mathematics as 

examination subjects and French and German were also introduced later. 

Additionally, by the late 1860s The University of Sydney had created and was 

administering the Junior and Senior Public Examinations designed to influence and 

improve standards in secondary schools.96 Within a few years these provided a 
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common standard of achievement for different secondary schools.97 Similar but 

varying arrangements to suit their circumstances were introduced in the other 

colonies. 

Phase 5 – 1880 to 1904: Free, compulsory and secular education 

In England in 1868 a campaign was launched for the introduction of free and 

compulsory schooling.98 From 1872, the same goal was sought in all of the 

Australian colonies as they set out to resolve the problem of providing mass 

education.99 Commencing with a campaign launched in 1868, the notion of free, 

compulsory and secular education commenced and what that entailed was 

interpreted loosely. Further, actions based on these three notions were sometimes 

introduced in stages and sometimes over many decades, as the following table 

illustrates: 

 
State 

(Alphabetical order) 
‘Free’ ‘Compulsory’ ‘Secular’ Ministerial 

Control 
New South Wales 1906 1880 1880-82 1880 
Queensland 1870 1900 1875-80 1875 
South Australia 1892 1875 1852 1878 
Tasmania 1908 1868 1854 1885 
Victoria 1872 1872 1872 1872 
Western Australia 1901 1871 1895 1894 

Table 1:  Education Reform Stages in Australian States.100 
 

Making education compulsory additionally forced governments to consider ceasing 

to charge school fees. As the table above shows, however, the authorities in most 
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States failed in that endeavour for some time. 

The introduction of compulsory education was also difficult to enforce. In 

particular, some parents required the labour of their children at home to make a 

living. Consequently, as Austin observed, “no colony could be said to have an 

effective, compulsory system until the twentieth century”.101 

State aid to church schools also occurred following much spirited public debate 

and acrimony.102 Along with being a drain on public funds, however, the systems of 

State-sponsored sectarian-controlled schooling were not delivering universal 

schooling in the colonies and especially in the rural areas.103 Further, an increase in 

moves advocating democracy also encouraged the associated secular society 

movement.104 

Beginning in Victoria in 1872, changes in the administrative structure of 

education in Australia were introduced with the formation of State education 

departments staffed by full time officials and controlled by a minister responsible to 

parliament. These centralised bureaucracies “replaced the patchwork of part time 

boards which were often inadequately staffed, were usually uncertain of their 

authority and were always subject to attack and sometimes manipulation by the 
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churches”.105 Education departments also faced many difficulties in their early years 

as they struggled to establish compulsory schooling and to deal with teachers and 

schools of poor quality while simultaneously seeking to provide enough schools in 

enough locations. Further, they became characterised by “rigidity, hierarchy, 

efficiency and paternalism”.106 

Phase 6 - 1904 to 1917: Education reform and the  
introduction of an education ladder 
 
The advent of the federation of colonies of Australia into a new nation, the 

‘Commonwealth of Australia’, in 1901, made up of States, imparted a spirit of 

optimism and new idealism concerning schools.107 Many reforms were introduced 

from then until 1916 that helped to improve the quality and quantity of education 

throughout the nation.108 Further, these were not limited to public schools since 

private, church and secular corporate schools also introduced changes.109 

Barcan110 identified seven interlinked forces for change in Australian 

education that were brought to bear at the time. The first of these was the influence 

of a collection of ideas and practices called the “new education”111 that came from 

Europe, America and England. The main participating groups were ‘practical 

educationists’, ‘social reformers’, ‘naturalists’, ‘Herbartians’ and ‘scientific 
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educationists’.112 Associated theories made their appearance in the colonies. 

Amongst these, those of the ‘practical educationists’ held most appeal in a country 

encouraging the teaching of science, manual training, drawing and health in the 

school curriculum in order to produce a well-trained and fit workforce that would 

contribute to industrial and commercial progress.113 

A second force was a desire to rectify the neglect of education that had 

occurred during the 1890s economic depression and drought. Associated financial 

stringency had resulted in teachers’ salaries being cut and an increase in the number 

of pupil-teachers and monitors being employed instead. School buildings also had 

fallen into disrepair. 

A third force was the demand from those promoting political and social 

democracy for greater equality of opportunity in education than prevailed. That led 

to reform of the examinations system, the abolition or reduction of school fees, 

provision of scholarships, and the introduction of State high schools. An ‘education 

ladder’ was now also being constructed to link primary, secondary and post-

secondary school institutions.114 

A fourth force was the growth of the professional classes that accompanied 

commercial and industrial growth in some States. That led to an increase in the 

proportion of the workforce employed in industry and commerce, thereby creating a 

demand for technical and commercial education. Relatedly, vocational schools, both 
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day and evening, developed and became linked to the existing apprenticeship system 

and technical colleges. Further, in academic secondary schools and the universities, 

science began to attract greater interest than previously. 

A fifth force was the spread of social concern that encouraged policy makers 

to include moral values and citizenship in the school curriculum. Related to this was 

the evolution of Anglo-Australian patriotism. That was expressed in a new school 

tone and organisation and was channelled through the school subjects of history, 

civics, literature, and moral and religious instruction. 

A sixth force was provided by the argument of social radicalists for greater 

accessibility to higher education than existed. On this, the Australian Labor Party 

commitment to the principle of equality of education opportunity also led it to 

advocate to make secondary school education accessible to some able children of 

poor families. The Liberal Party of Australia (conservative) had similar sympathies, 

albeit less in relation to the State school systems than to the private school systems.115 

Barcan grouped together three further sets of influences that operated within 

the education system itself.116 One was the old examination system that was proving 

problematic and which with the growth in student numbers was becoming 

impracticable. Another influence was the demand of the universities and technical 

colleges for improved standards in the schools. Additionally, the achievement of 

universal literacy enabled the education authorities to focus on education quality. 
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Following his identification of the seven overlapping forces for education 

reform, Barcan117 went on to highlight the influence of the theory and pedagogy of 

Neo-Herbartianism introduced from America. This position that promotes a view of 

moral and social education to be pursued through teaching literature and history 

appealed to the utilitarian and materialistic spirit of the developing nation of 

Australia. Further, it placed importance on science that appealed to an industrialising 

country. Additionally, it emphasised efficient organisation of school lessons based 

on methodical steps. Relatedly, the old pupil-teacher system was phased out with 

candidates for teaching increasingly being prepared in secondary schools and 

teachers’ colleges. 

At the more macro level, Federation had assigned constitutional responsibility 

for the provision of education as a residual power to the Australian States. While 

there was much imitation and while “coordinated national approaches would be 

some time coming”,118 a new era of Australian education unfolded during the decade 

leading up to the First World War. It was marked by an expansion of the State into 

secondary school education, the introduction of a humanist-realist curriculum in 

primary schools, and the establishment of various types of State post-primary 

schools, including junior technical schools, commercial schools, home and domestic 

science schools, rural or agricultural schools, and academic high schools.119 
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By the time of the outbreak of the First World War the universalisation and 

systematisation of government schools was established throughout Australia.120 An 

education ladder had also been constructed and teaching was placed on a more 

professional level than previously. A humanist-realist curriculum was dominant 

particularly at the primary school level, while at the post-primary school level it 

included English literature, history and modern or ancient languages as well as such 

utilitarian subjects as science, mathematics, geography and technical subjects.121 

Academic merit as measured by performance in public examinations governed the 

entry of children to the various second-level schools. Nevertheless, the majority of 

children still left school at the end of their primary schooling while others left halfway 

through secondary school on reaching the minimum school leaving age of 14. A small 

minority continued on to the end of secondary schooling and a small number of these 

yet again went on to university or teachers’ college while the majority sought 

employment. 

Overview of the Development of 
Western Australian Schooling to 1917 

 
The early experience of education in Western Australia differed from that in those 

States in the east of the country in that progress was comparatively slow from the 

establishment of the Swan River Colony in 1829 through to 1890.122 The population 

of the Colony initially was relatively small, with only 850 permanent residents there 
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in 1829.123 The authorities sought to encourage agriculture and generous land grants 

were offered to middle class investors as an incentive to settle. Because of that and 

the lack of fertile soils for cultivation, they also rapidly extended the boundary of the 

initial settlement at Perth to locations many kilometres to the south and east.124 Thus 

the small population was dispersed in relatively isolated settlements.125 

Education in the Colony took second place to survival from the outset with 

children valued as workers leading one farmer to complain that “a difficulty now 

arises: my children want education and I want pig feeders and shepherds”.126 The first 

known attempt at formal schooling in the Colony was that conducted for some 

months from 5 July 1830 by a carpenter, John Cleland, who soon returned to his 

trade.127 Rankin records that government-assisted private venture schools were 

established in 1833 at Perth and Fremantle.128 Another school was later opened at 

Guildford to the east of Perth. Further, several small private schools conducted by 
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unqualified teachers were established between 1831 and 1843129 but as Campbell 

and Proctor observed, these “were fleeting” developments.130 

By the end of 1836 immigration to the Colony had practically ceased.131 After 

years of struggle, by 1844 the population had reached 4,350, with over 1,200 of these 

resident in Perth.132 However, a lack of interest in schooling for the settlers’ children 

persisted.133 Indeed, 18 years after the Colony was founded there were only two 

colonial schools in existence with a combined enrolment of only 13 pupils.134 Not 

inconsequential was that a lack of farm produce meant colonial revenue was 

insufficient to support the establishment of formal schooling. 

Most of the early settlers belonged to the Church of England while there was 

only a small community of Catholics. The latter numbered only 337 in a total 

population of 4,622 in 1848.135 Nevertheless, the Catholic Bishop of Perth, Bishop 

Brady, was appointed in 1846, while a Church of England Bishop was not appointed 

until 1856.136 From his arrival as a priest in 1843, Brady set about establishing a 

mission at New Norcia, north of Perth as well as a school in Perth itself. Anglicans, 

being unable or unwilling to organise their own schools, quietly sent their children 

 
129 D. H. Rankin (1926). The History of the Development of Education in Western Australia 1829 – 

1923. 
130 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling, p. 45. 
131 J. S. Battye (1924). Western Australia: A History from its Discovery to the Inauguration of the 

Commonwealth.  
132 Ibid. 
133 As late as 1849 only half the colony’s children were receiving any form of education and that was 

only at an elementary standard. F. K Crowley (1960). Australia’s Western Third: A History of 
Western Australia From the First Settlements to Modern Times. London: Macmillan and Co. 

134 A. G. Austin (1961). Australian Education 1788-1900: Church, State and Public Education in 
Colonial Australia. 

135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid. 



 66 

to these institutions.137 Nevertheless considerable animosity and controversy 

between Catholics and the broader Protestant community arose that soon led to the 

involvement of the Governor of the Colony. 

In 1847 acting Governor Irwin created an Education Committee that 

established a system of education.138 It was comprised of Anglicans with the 

Chairman being the colonial chaplain, but it determined that colonial schools should 

be open to those of all Christian denominations.139 At its first meeting on 31 August 

1847 it was revealed that 10 boys attended the government boys’ school and only 

three girls attended the government girls’ school.140 These enrolments stood in stark 

contrast to those indicating the success of the Catholic schools, where 30 boys were 

enrolled in the Catholic boys’ school and 60 girls, the majority of them Protestants, 

attended the convent school.141 

On 20 September 1847 the Perth Colonial Boys’ School opened with an 

enrolment of 44 boys and the Colonial Girls’ School opened with 36 girls and “little 

boys”.142 By 1849 the Colonial schools in Perth, Fremantle, Pinjarra (south of Perth), 
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Guildford, York (east of Perth) and Albany (on the south coast) had a combined 

enrolment of 261.143 Their low fee structure and egalitarian character were popular 

with colonists. 

In 1847 the General Committee of Education was renamed the General Board 

of Education.144 It was given the task of drafting rules for public schools, of 

supervising local committees and for allocating funds for education.145 In contrast 

with the situation in the colonies in the east of the country, government control of 

education through the Board was readily accepted by the Protestant community, but 

not by the Catholic community. This was to become a source of tension and open 

controversy. A new governor appointed in August 1848 was soon instructed by the 

Secretary of State for the Colonies to make public grants for Catholic education on 

a population basis available as a way of placating the Catholic community. Thus, by 

1850, a “dual system of State-aided Protestant and Catholic schools distinguished 

Western Australian elementary education. No such system existed in the eastern 

colonies”.146 

In response to the poor economic conditions and shortage of labour in the 

settlements the colonial administration eventually requested that convicts be sent to 
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the Colony. The first group of them147 arrived at Fremantle on 1 June 1850.148 That 

was the start to a period of transportation in Western Australia at a time when the 

colonies in the east of the country had ceased transportation. Further, during the 18 

years of transportation 9,668 convicts arrived and their presence dominated much of 

life in the Colony, including education.149 

During the years 1850 to 1855, enrolments in government schools rose from 

275 to 590, as did the annual expenditure on education from £270 to £1,338150 due 

to the Colony’s improved circumstances. Secondary school education was also 

established as part of the government’s colonial school system. In that, the Board 

was prompted by the success of the Catholic schools, particularly that of the Sisters 

of Mercy who in 1849 had opened a school for Perth’s ‘young ladies’ with attendance 

made up entirely of the daughters of Protestant families who could afford the fees.151 

The Board aimed at providing an “education for boys equal to that obtainable at a 

good English Grammar School and for girls such a one as a respectable middle class 

person would secure for his daughter”.152 The program, however, was short lived 

due to a Colony-wide financial crisis. 

A new governor, Governor Kennedy, arrived in July 1855. He had little regard 

for the Colony’s aspirations viewing his role simply as that of an administrator of a 
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penal colony in the interest of the British government. In November 1855 he 

submitted a memorandum to the General Board of Education dismissing the program 

that his predecessor (Fitzgerald) had endorsed earlier in the year, describing it as “far 

too grand and beyond what the public are (sic) called on to provide”.153 Henceforth 

the colonial schools were to restrict their efforts to elementary levels of instruction 

only, with higher levels of instruction being left to private schools. He moved to 

eliminate separate Catholic schools and removed the government grant that they had 

been receiving. He then set in motion a pattern of schooling catering for the children 

of the lower middle classes and the labouring classes that was to remain little 

modified through to 1871.154 

While colonial schools were restricted to elementary education and some non-

government bodies provided higher levels of education, there were few secondary 

school education developments with parents and governesses, and then only in a 

small number of instances, teaching the post-elementary education of children in 

their homes.155 The most significant private development at the time was that of 

Bishop Hale when he established a secondary school in June 1858 which was known 
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as the ‘Bishop’s School’156 and which opened with 22 male students.157 In 1865 it 

became the ‘Church of England Collegiate School’ and in March 1872 it closed.158 

Meanwhile, inter-denominational disputes over government assistance to all 

schools continued to rage. On that, Austin observed: 

The forces of agnosticism, voluntaryism, sectarianism and liberalism, which 
shaped the educational development of the eastern colonies, are at first hard 
to discern in the Western Australian settlement of the 1850s and 1860s.159 

However, in the colonies in the east of the country, it came to an end with the passing 

of a compromise act, the Elementary Education Act of 1871.160 Under it, a Central 

Board of Education was established to oversee the supervision of two classes of 

schools: non-denominational government schools and assisted schools.161 The latter 

schools, that included Roman Catholic foundations, received approximately half the 

grant given to the government schools and was only for secular instruction. Thus the 

Act re-introduced a dual system of education. It also led to the introduction of a 

decentralised system for the administration of elementary education by enabling the 

formation of District School Boards subordinate to the Central Board of Education. 

Members of these were responsible for the general supervision of all schools within 
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their districts, for the appointment of teachers, and for the attendance of school-age 

children.162 

Under the Central Board’s administration, schools were established in newly 

settled and remote districts. Nevertheless, while the Colony’s public revenue 

increased, the education budget remained low and new school buildings were often 

cramped and inadequate. Further, while the Act required that children between six 

and 14 years of age attend an elementary school within a distance of three miles of 

their homes, actual attendance was irregular and a high proportion of children did 

not enrol at all, although 10 years after it was passed the average attendance at 

government and assisted schools had risen to 78 per cent.163 

By now it was clear that many aspects of the Western Australian colonial 

education system were patterned on developments in England. For example, the 

payment by results system - already in operation there - was introduced. The 

associated curriculum was also similar, being confined to reading, writing and 

arithmetic (‘three Rs’164), with geography and grammar as additional subjects.165 

Further, teachers’ salaries were calculated on the basis of grants for student 

attendance and the number of pupil passes in inspector’s examinations. The amount 

paid out for passes in geography and grammar however, was less than that for passes 

in the ‘three Rs’. Similar conditions applied in relation to assisted schools.166 
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The fact that geography was often omitted by teachers focusing on the ‘three 

Rs’ led to an uninspiring curriculum for some. For example, a requirement was that 

Standard IV students should learn “the minor seas, chief gulfs, straits, capes, bays, 

peninsulas and islands in the world”.167 That was extended in upper Standards (grade 

classes) only to include the geography of Australian colonies, European political and 

some physical geography, and general geography of the world generally.168 

In the years following the closure of the Church of England Collegiate School 

in 1872 there were calls in the Colony for a high school to be established with 

government assistance. The passing of the High School Acts of 1875 and 1876 

followed.169 These provided for the establishment of a secular school for boys to be 

called “The High School, Perth”.170 It commenced operating in March 1878, offering 

a range of ‘traditional’ subjects and emphasising the classics and mathematics.171 

Other non-Catholic schools that commenced providing secondary school education 

between 1872 and 1885 were the Anglican Bishop’s Girls’ School and Fremantle 

Grammar School. The curriculum of the latter listed geography amongst the subjects 

taught.172 
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The dual system operating across the Colony, however, was different from the 

systems prevailing in the colonies in the east of the country and in the 1880s 

opposition to State aid developed. The discovery of gold in various parts of the State 

then led to an increase in the population and a diversified economy. There was also 

an increase in the growth of assisted schools such that the student population in them 

surpassed that in the government schools. Consequently, opinion formed that the 

latter were suffering as a result of competition from the assisted schools. 

Concurrently an argument for the secularisation of government financed education 

intensified, particularly with an influx of migrants from the colonies in the east of 

the country where the argument had already been settled in favour of secularisation. 

Creation of an Education Department 

The Western Australian Constitution Act 1889173 ushered in representative 

parliamentary self-government in 1890. Western Australia thus was the last 

Australian colony to gain ‘responsible government’. ‘The Elementary Education Act 

1871 Amendment Act 1893’174 provided for the formation of an Education 

Department under a minister responsible to parliament and assuming all duties of the 

Central Board of Education on its abolition. Then, by the end of 1895 and after much 

political manoeuvring in the new parliament, State aid for church schools was 

brought to an end on the passage of The Assisted Schools Abolition Act 1895.175 
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With the abolition of the dual system, State education was now a single, publicly 

funded, centrally-administered system within which only a limited amount of 

religious instruction was permitted.176 

Just prior to the establishment of the Department of Education, the inspector 

of schools, James Walton, who had been appointed in 1890, initiated a review of the 

Colony’s education system.177 Following his consideration of recommendations 

made he formulated a syllabus in 1892 that included history, singing and object 

lessons and that had a special program for ‘ex-sevenths’ or students who remained 

on at school after completing seven standards of elementary school. By 1895 10 ‘ex-

sevenths’ classes existed. Thus, “the humble origins of government secondary 

education had appeared”.178 Other reforms introduced were the amalgamation of 

boys and girls schools and the building of new schools in 1894 and 1895.179 

Walton went on to introduce a program for young children that inaugurated 

kindergarten work and related teaching methods. The inspector of schools also 

prepared a set of regulations based on those in other colonies and they were 

embedded in the Elementary Education Act Regulations 1895.180 By these means the 

functions of the Department were regularised and many reforms were introduced. 
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Furthermore the ‘payment by results system’ was abolished and the curriculum was 

broadened to cater for the diverse needs of a growing population.181 

A new position of ‘Inspector-General’ was created to which Cyril Jackson was 

appointed in 1897. Jackson was a graduate of the University of Oxford and a member 

of the London Board of Education. Soon after his appointment he was made 

permanent head of the Department of Education. He initiated plans for the 

establishment of a teacher training college. He also called for the introduction of 

teaching methods in the schools based on the idea of the ‘new education’.182 

Furthermore, the syllabus he introduced in 1898 emphasised the use of life situations 

to teach arithmetic and an approach to geography involving studies that, 

commencing with the neighbourhood was later to be extended to a study of the whole 

Colony, of Australasia and of the world. Indeed, geography was viewed by Jackson 

to be “in need of considerable revision”183 because it suffered the defects as he saw 

it requiring students to memorise a long list of capes, rivers and other physical 

features. He was also critical of the focus on Europe rather than on local geography 

and the geography of Australia. 

The improved economic conditions of the Colony in the 1890s encouraged the 

opening of private or business venture elementary schools. Soon, however, these 
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suffered from increasing competition from the State schools then experiencing 

change. That competition became sharpened with the passing of the Public 

Education Act 1899.184 First, no fees were to be paid for children between six and 

14 years of age attending a government elementary school. Secondly, parents of 

children aged six to 14 were to be compelled to ensure their children attended a 

government or other ‘efficient’ school. Thirdly, the Act provided for inspections of 

non-government schools to certify their efficiency in the instruction given in ‘the 

basic subjects’.185 Consequently several private elementary schools failed to achieve 

the classification of ‘efficient’ and were closed as did others where their owners 

could no longer compete with the free government schools. Schools in the Catholic 

system, however, survived and even expanded their enrolments from 2,557 in 1896 

to 4,921 in 1902.186 

Consequently, the Colony’s flourishing economy of the 1890s had 

strengthened the demand for ‘higher grade’ instruction or secondary school 

education. Older schools of the type sought had not progressed as much as expected. 

Perth High School for example, established by an Act of Parliament and receiving a 

subsidy while remaining independent under a Board of Governors, struggled to 

achieve a high scholastic standard. 

A small number of denominational secondary schools were inaugurated, 

reflecting the model of grammar schools on the eastern seaboard. These included 
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Christian Brothers’ College for boys that acquired new premises and reopened as a 

day and boarding school, the Presbyterian boys school known as Alexander Scotch 

College, and a private school established at Guildford by Anglican nuns that evolved 

into Guildford Grammar School for boys and Perth College for girls. Other 

denominational secondary schools established included Methodist Ladies’ College 

and three Catholic schools, namely, Sacred Heart Convent, Loretto Convent, and the 

Convent of Mercy Ladies’ College.187 

There were developments in the government sector too. In 1899 Perth Boys’ 

School commenced a program of preparation for public examinations administered 

by The University of Adelaide. Jackson inaugurated evening classes for technical 

education in a range of technical and secondary school subjects for students over the 

age of 14 who were in daytime employment. Perth Technical School then opened in 

1900.188 Further, the Teachers’ Training College at Claremont189 was opened in 

February 1902.190 That eventually led to the State becoming self-sufficient in the 

supply of trained teachers. 

Development of State secondary school education 

In the final years of his term as Inspector-General, Jackson pursued the idea of 

introducing State secondary schools under the control of the Department of 

Education. His successor, Cecil Andrews, in March 1903, championed that cause 
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and began planning to complement the denominational secondary schools. The 

modern schools he envisaged should, he argued, concentrate on the sciences and 

modern languages.191 There was also a growing demand for higher grade education 

due to a rising number of older pupils in government elementary schools putting 

pressure on Perth Technical School and also the Kalgoorlie School of Mines that had 

opened in 1904.192 Further, to boost the scholastic background of ‘trainees’ in the 

State Teacher Training College, Andrews sanctioned the opening of a ‘normal 

school’ in 1907. In essence that was a secondary school for aspiring teachers.193 

In 1907 Walton, the chief inspector of schools, recommended and received 

ministerial approval to commence planning for the establishment of central schools 

in the Perth metropolitan area. Each central school was to have two post-elementary 

school classes (‘standards’) in addition to seven primary school classes. Post-primary 

school students were to be recruited from the Standard VI class of each central school 

and from elementary schools within a three-mile radius.194 

The government eventually agreed to the proposal and Perth Modern School 

opened in February 1911.195 It was termed ‘modern’ to reflect the nature of its 

curriculum. Here students studied a range of mathematics subjects, physics and 
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chemistry or biology, English, one or more of modern and classical languages, and 

history and geography.196 In 1909 Andrews also implemented his earlier plans for 

the formation of central schools.197 Eight of the largest elementary schools - six in 

the Perth metropolitan area and two in the Eastern Goldfields region centred on 

Kalgoorlie, about 600km east of Perth - absorbed older students (post primary school 

age) of neighbouring schools to become central schools.198 Their formation “became 

one of the most important innovations in the history of the Western Australian 

Education Department … [and] saved the State the cost of developing a selective 

secondary school system similar to those that developed in the eastern states”.199 

From 1895 to 1912 the University of Adelaide administered public 

examinations in Perth for suitable candidates to enable them to gain entry to 

university education.200 The system was superseded with the opening of The 

University of Western Australia in 1913 a number of whose professors formed a 

Joint Board for the Control of School Certificate Examinations in Western Australia 

in the same year. That institution replaced the previous one overseeing the conduct 

of public examinations. 

In 1914 secondary school students sat the Junior and Leaving Certificate 

Examinations administered by the new Board for the first time.201 The Joint Board 

 
196 Western Australia. Annual Report of the Education Department, 1911. East Perth, W.A.: 

Education Department, pp. 10 and 99-100. 
197 E. Garratt (1982). Cecil Rollo Patton Andrews: First Director of Education.  
198 D. Mossenson (1972) State Education in Western Australia, 1829-1960. 
199 K. Tully (2002) State secondary education in Western Australia 1912-1972, p. 14. 
200 M. A. White (1974) Public examinations in Western Australia: Reflections on their establishment. 
201 For the first few years until 1917 the patterns of external examinations and syllabi “conformed 

very closely to the Adelaide scheme being replaced”. M. A. White (1975). Sixty years of public 
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became the Public Examinations Board on 7 July 1915 and continued under the 

auspices of The University of Western Australia.202 It also set the examination 

standard for the secondary school curriculum in the State and set high expectations 

regarding student attainment. The results in its annual public examinations also 

attracted “wide spread interest and received considerable publicity”.203 

Conclusion 

This chapter detailed the international, national and State education contexts of the 

study reported in this thesis. It opened with an overview on schooling in European 

societies from the time of the 18th century French philosopher, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, through to 1917. An overview of the development of schooling in 

Australia and in Western Australia to 1917 was then presented. Regarding the latter, 

the emphasis on “centralisation, organisation, democratisation and 

modernisation”204was highlighted. What evolved was a modern system of State 

education that extended from kindergarten level to university level. Changes in 

curriculum policy for the senior secondary school subject of geography in the 

secondary government schools in this system during the period from 1917 to 1944 

will now be considered in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

1917 – 1944 
ERA OF ENVIRONMENTAL DETERMINISM 

 

Introduction 

The next four chapters explore aspects of the construction of geography as a senior 

secondary school subject in Western Australian government schools within a 

particular timeframe. This particular chapter is the first of these. It is concerned with 

the sub-period 1917 to 1944. It is in three parts. Part one outlines broad developments 

in Australia generally. Developments in schooling and curriculum internationally 

and nationally are then detailed. That is followed by a more detailed outline of 

developments in the curriculum in Western Australia. Developments in geography 

curriculum are then outlined. The bulk of the chapter presents an analysis of the 

geography syllabus for senior secondary students in Western Australia for the sub-

period. 

National Developments 

The constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia1 that was drawn up was based 

on the British convention of responsible government and American federalism. The 

nation’s six disparate colonies became States and were assigned specified powers. 

The bicameral national parliament consisted of a House of Representatives (‘Lower 

 
1 Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act 1900, 9th July 1900 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/63-64/12/enacted 
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House’) representing the people and a Senate (‘Upper House’) representing the 

States. 

Enumerating the powers and balancing the rights of the smaller States and the 

more populous ones led to much protracted debate.2 Further, it was not until 1909 

that national parliamentarians formed three political parties: ‘Protectionists’, ‘Free 

Trade’, and ‘Labour’3 but none commanded a majority. Later, the first two merged 

to form the ‘Commonwealth Liberal Party’ that was very much a conservative party. 

During the period 1917 to 1941, Federal government continued to be contested by 

the Labor Party4 and a coalition of conservative parties. 

Generally, a consensus of manufacturing interests, protectionists and 

organised working classes constituted the nation’s social, industrial and political 

framework.5 The economic and social crisis of the early 1930s, however, strained 

the young nation’s democratic institutions with both political sides becoming 

suspicious of each other’s motives.6 Further, a split in the Australian Labor Party in 

1931 led to the formation of the United Australia Party (UAP) consisting of 

economically conservative Labor members and it later merged with the Nationalist 

 
2 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
3 In the last decades of the 19th century an Australian labour movement “brought together all trades 

unions across the country and gave central direction for both industrial and political activity”: R. 
M. Younger (1970). A Concise History of Australia and the Australians. Sydney: Hutchinson 
Australia, p. 392. The labour movement continued to organise a cohesive political party and in April 
1904 Chris Watson became the first Labour (sic) prime minister of Australia: G. Greenwood (1955). 
National development and social experimentation 1901-1914. In G. Greenwood (Ed.) Australia: A 
Social and Political History. Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1955; The spelling of the party’s name 
changed several times through the early years of Federation and from 1912 became “Labor”. R. 
McMullin (1991). The Light on the Hill: The Australian Labor Party 1881-1991. South Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press Australia, p. ix. 

4 In this thesis the term “Labor Party” refers to the Australian Labor Party (ALP). 
5 S. Macintyre (2009) A Concise History of Australia. 
6 Ibid. 
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Party that won a landslide victory in the Federal election of the same year. That 

majority conservative government remained in office for a decade. Then, in October 

1941, the Australian Labor Party came to power. 

Over the period Australia benefitted economically from developments that had 

taken place during the second half of the 19th century when governments took an 

active part in shaping expansion. Over time, government also became more 

centralised and increasingly confident that it should be the principal decision-maker 

on economic activity.7 It guided the raising of capital, the attracting of labour, the 

provision of services and the promotion of direct ownership of resources and 

production. That ‘colonial socialism’8 complemented private sector activity and 

continued into the 20th century.9 

The specific period under review (1917-1944) opened as World War One was 

nearing its end.10 By then some 417,000 Australians had been recruited to the armed 

forces from a population of five million, and two out of every three were killed or 

wounded.11 Economically the inflow of labour and capital to the country was reduced 

due to a major decline in exports,12 but most sectors of the economy were not altered 

 
7 J. K. Wilson (2015). Government and the evolution of public policy. In S. Ville and G. Withers 

(Eds.) The Cambridge Economic History of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 
2015, pp. 330-350. 

8 N. G. Butlin, (1959). Colonial socialism in Australia 1860-1900. In H. G. J. Aitken (Ed.) The State 
and Economic Growth: Papers of a Conference held on October 11-13, 1956 under the Auspices of 
the Committee on Economic Growth. New York: Social Science Research Council, 1959, p. 26-78. 

9 J. K. Wilson (2015). Government and the evolution of public policy.  
10 For information on the contribution of Australian and New Zealand women teachers during World 

War One see: K. M. Matthews and K. Whitehead (2019). Australian and New Zealand women 
teachers in the First World War. History of Education Review. 48 (1): 31-45. 

11 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
12 Ibid. 
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fundamentally.13 Further, during the 1920s, 200,000 British-assisted migrants 

arrived bound for employment on the land while Britain was the principal importer 

of Australian primary produce.14 

At the end of the 1920s and into the early 1930s, however, the Great 

Depression across the world was of such magnitude that Australia’s small export-

driven economy could not avoid disaster. External capital was withdrawn, export 

prices crashed and mass unemployment and poverty eventuated.15 It was not until 

the mid 1930s that economic recovery began with improved export sales and 

manufacturing activity. Nevertheless, in 1939 the country was unprepared for war.16 

Further, the British defensive base in Singapore fell in 1942 and 16,000 Australian 

troops were captured. At the same time, “the War brought…economic growth”17 as 

the government adopted a highly planned economy that resulted in rapid 

industrialisation and a reorganisation of economic and governmental industries.18 

Earlier attempts at improving life in the cities also began to bear fruit. Those in higher 

socio-economic circumstances moved into detached houses in the expanding 

suburbs. Many houses became connected to electricity and while domestic hot 

 
13 S. Garton and P. Stanley (2013). The Great War and its aftermath, 1914–22. In A. Bashford and S. 

Macintyre (Eds.) The Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. 
Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 39-63. 

14 S. Macintyre (2009) A Concise History of Australia. 
15 F. Bongiorno (2013). Search for a solution, 1923-39. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.)  The 

Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Sydney: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013, pp. 64-87. 

16 K. Darian-Smith (2013). World War 2 and post-War reconstruction, 1939-49. In A. Bashford and 
S. Macintyre (Eds.). The Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. 
Sydney: Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 88-111, p. 105. 

17 Ibid. 
18 A. Spaull (1982). Australian Education in the Second World War.  St Lucia, Qld: University of 

Queensland Press. 
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running water was rare, wood chip and gas bath heaters became available during the 

latter interwar years.19 

During the War rationing contributed to a notion of equality of sacrifice across 

Australian society.20 Further, the employment opportunities for women widened as 

they moved into white-collar, professional and managerial positions.21 Indeed, by 

1944 the wartime employment of women was one of 855,000 in paid labour, 

representing 25 per cent of the total workforce.22 At the same time, some tension 

arose out of the importance attached to women as workers and their traditional roles 

as homemakers. 

Developments in General Schooling and the Curriculum 
Internationally and in Australia 

 
In Britain, Europe and America during the First World War and after there was 

widespread interest in the notion that education could improve the lives of 

individuals and society.23 In England the Education Act of 191824 raised the school 

leaving age from 12 to 1425 and the Hadow Report of 192626 recommended 

secondary school education for all.27 The State also developed practical vocationally 

 
19 F. Bongiorno (2013). Search for a solution, 1923-39. 
20 K. Darian-Smith (2013) World War 2 and post-War reconstruction, 1939-49. 
21 Ibid. 
22 B. Bowden (2011). The rise and decline of Australian unionism: A history of industrial labour from 

the 1820s to 2010. Labour History. (100): 51-82, p. 64. 
23 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. Camberwell: Longman. 
24 ‘An Act to make further provision with respect to Education in England and Wales and for purposes 

connected therewith.’ 8th August 1918. 
25 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: a brief history. www.educationengland.org.uk/history 
26 The Education of the Adolescent (1926). 
27 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. 
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oriented schools alongside the existing academic grammar schools.28 In the USA 

adolescence was recognised as a phase of human development and comprehensive 

public high schools were established from about 1918 onwards.29 These secondary 

schools were open to all in a given area and were aimed at providing a variety of 

courses suited to a wide range of interests and abilities.30 

In Australia, by the early 1900’s primary school education, still termed 

‘elementary education’ and largely influenced by British developments, was based 

on a humanist-realist curriculum, emphasising English, mathematics, history/civics, 

geography, nature study, hygiene, home science, manual training, needlework and 

physical education.31 Further, most children left school at the end of their primary 

schooling.32 Nevertheless, in the years leading up to World War One governments 

in the nation’s various States turned their attention to expanding secondary school 

education under their jurisdiction along with introducing junior technical schools, 

commercial schools, domestic science schools, agricultural schools and academic 

high schools.33 Entry was governed by academic merit as determined by 

performance in public examinations, that provided some coordination between State, 

Catholic and other schools and ensured there was a fairly uniform secondary school 

 
28 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. Sydney: Allen and Unwin. 
29 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales. Education Research and Perspectives. 34 (1): 136. 
30 Ibid.; C. Campbell and G. Sherington (2006). The Comprehensive Public High School: Historical 

Perspectives. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
31 H. M. Lushey (1932). Programmes of study and local adaptation. In P. R. Cole (Ed.). The Primary 

School Curriculum in Australia. (Educational Research Series No. 16). Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1932. 

32 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 
South Wales. 

33 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. 
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curriculum in each of the states.34 In the academic State and private high schools 

favoured by the majority there was teaching of English, English literature, history, 

mathematics, science, ancient and modern languages, some commercial subjects and 

geography.35 Vocational courses, however, were also prominent in State secondary 

schools. Nevertheless, by the late 1920s schooling beyond primary school level was 

experienced only by a minority. Indeed, Campbell and Sherington observed that 

“few young people in the Australia of the 1920s and 1930s, including the rural areas, 

saw their way into a secondary school of any kind”.36 

The movement to universal secondary school education was seriously 

challenged by the downturn in Australia’s export economy following the 1929 global 

stock market crash. Reduced revenues drastically constrained expenditure and there 

were calls for restrictions to be placed in the domain of secondary schooling.37 In 

most States also tuition fees were introduced or increased and led to a reduction in 

secondary school enrolments.38 Further, teachers’ salaries were reduced and class 

sizes were increased. 

The Australian Broadcasting Commission was founded in 1932 and soon 

introduced school broadcasts. The high quality material went some way towards 

making up for the low quality of teachers. That was especially so in the case of social 

 
34 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales. 
35 Ibid. 
36 C. Campbell and G. Sherington (2006) The Comprehensive Public High School: Historical 

Perspectives, p. 33. 
37 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia. Sydney: Allen and Unwin. 
38 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. 
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studies.39 Textbooks were now being written by Australians and published locally 

although British and American education influences were strong.40 

By the late 1930s schooling in Australia comprised a mix of government, 

Catholic and other non-government schools, with three quarters of all students 

enrolled in government schools.41 Further, the education ladder fashioned in most of 

the nation’s states by 1913 was still in place.42 In theory it was meant to help those 

children in the State systems deemed to have talent to proceed from infant grades to 

primary school, on to academic secondary schools and then to university or teachers’ 

college and the professions. Technical schools were oriented towards technical 

colleges and skilled trades, and post-primary schools were deemed to be for ‘less 

academic’ students. In reality, however, what was envisaged only applied to an elite 

few as most children still stayed in primary school only until the minimum leaving 

age of 14 and then moved into the working world. 

An expansion in secondary industry in Australia to support the War effort 

continued into the post-War years. Education now also assumed greater importance. 

Because skills and competencies at various levels of industry were needed education 

reform was encouraged. Demand then arose for the Commonwealth government to 

assume financial responsibility for education.43 However, while some state ministers 

of education called for Commonwealth Government support for technical education, 

 
39 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia. 
40 Ibid. 
41 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. 
42 Ibid. 
43 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
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the national government firmly resisted it, mainly because education was a State 

responsibility and in the 1930s economic depression, funding a “function given so 

low a priority as education” was not encouraged.44 Relatedly, by 1938 the six 

universities in Australia were only teaching about 12,000 undergraduates45 and when 

war was declared on Japan in 1942, the Commonwealth government introduced 

controls on university enrolments such that the overall number of students fell to 

10,761.46 

Developments in Schooling and Curriculum in Western Australia 

Cecil Andrews was appointed the permanent head of the Education Department in 

the State of Western Australia in 1903, having previously served as foundation 

principal of the Teachers’ Training College at Claremont.47 He immediately 

embarked on creating a system of State secondary school education, often against 

severe opposition. He viewed high schools as falling into two main categories: the 

grammar schools that adopted the classical curriculum and emphasised the 

humanities and ancient languages, and the modern schools that emphasised the 

sciences and modern languages. The existing independent schools in Perth belonged 

to the former type and none possessed science laboratories. Andrews argued that 

they neglected the needs of a community dependent on agriculture and mining. 

Furthermore, increasing enrolments placed pressure on Perth Boys’ School, Perth 

 
44 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia, p. 66. 
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47 D. Mossenson (1972). State Education in Western Australia 1829-1960. Nedlands: University of 
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Technical School and the Kalgoorlie School of Mines. That indicated a growing 

demand for post primary and higher education.48 

In an effort to improve the quality of teachers, Andrews opened a ‘normal 

school’ in 1907. It was essentially a secondary school for potential teachers. The 

selective Perth Modern School was then opened in 1911.49 A common course was 

offered in the lower school to provide a “thorough grounding in ordinary secondary 

school subjects” and in the final two years students could specialise in science, arts, 

agriculture and commerce and numerous subjects were offered.50 

While working to establish metropolitan high schools, Andrews also modified 

syllabi on several occasions. The main changes he introduced were a greater 

emphasis on health and physical education, the use of Montessori methods, and the 

teaching of nature study and science at primary and secondary school level.51 During 

World War One, however, these progressive steps stalled.52 Some poor harvests also 

resulted in many families removing their children from school. Others resorted to 

leaving school at an early age and many schools in mining and timber districts were 

closed. 

The State government opposed the further development of metropolitan high 

schools. Some, however, were opened in the larger country towns to satisfy rural 

 
48 D. Mossenson (1972). State Education in Western Australia 1829-1960. 
49 B. De Garis (2005) 1903-12: Perth Modern School. 
50 Western Australia. Education Department. (1911). Education Circular. Perth: Education 

Department of Western Australia. 13 (8): 248. 
51 D. Mossenson (1972). State Education in Western Australia 1829-1960. 
52 D. H. Rankin (1926). The History of the Development of Education in Western Australia 1829 – 
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electorates: Eastern Goldfields High School was opened in Kalgoorlie-Boulder in 

May 1914 and offered courses to Leaving Certificate level.53 Northam high school 

providing three-year courses to the Junior Certificate level followed, and in 1918 

similar schools were opened in Bunbury and Albany. These secondary schools 

offering three years of education were classified as ‘district high schools’ and during 

the 1920s were reclassified as five-year State high schools.54 The metropolitan area 

continued to be served by central schools or post-primary schools (Perth Girls’, Perth 

Boys’ and the Junior Technical Schools) and Perth Modern School.55 

In the central schools the secondary school curriculum provided a broad 

general education as well as commercial, industrial and domestic courses. For those 

studying for the Junior Certificate examination the course included English, 

mathematics (including algebra, geometry, arithmetic), physics, chemistry, history, 

geography, French, Latin, Greek, drawing, commerce and carpentry. The Leaving 

Certificate curriculum included English, mathematics (including algebra, geometry, 

trigonometry), applied mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, history, 

geography, French and Latin.56 

During the 1920s the Catholic schools also adopted the State syllabi in many 

subjects.57 However, efforts as in all of the states, to further broaden the secondary 

school curriculum were inhibited by the influence of the university controlled public 
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examinations that dominated courses of study, especially for those in the senior years 

of schooling. Indeed, this control remained the chief influence on the secondary 

school curriculum here and across the nation during the interwar years.58 

Post-Depression financial stringency continued into the mid-to-late 1930s, but 

some improved teaching methods were introduced in the schools. In 1936 a revised 

curriculum was implemented that provided a basis for enriched work in primary 

schools.59 That remained the basis of learning and teaching in primary schools until 

the 1950s.60 Grace observed also that it emphasised the needs of students and “drew 

attention to learning methods rather than teaching methods”.61 

Secondary school education was still called ‘post-primary’ education. Grace, 

recalling his teaching days, recorded that there was no official post-primary syllabi 

issued by the Education Department. Schools were free to develop their own syllabi 

“restricted only by the sketchy syllabus laid down by the Public Examinations 

Board” for the third year Junior Certificate Examination.62 

As the 1930s neared their end, educationists were encouraged by the opening 

of a high school in Geraldton,63 while Kent Street Central School64 was opened in 

 
58 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. 
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1940 to serve the southern suburbs of Perth. Prospects of further expansion, however, 

were shattered by the outbreak of World War Two.65 As in other States, it brought 

shortages of school supplies, equipment and teachers. The latter led to the 

recruitment of older women to replace enlisted teachers. Additionally, school 

buildings were commandeered for military purposes, school hours were staggered to 

allow for double shifts in the use of classrooms, and expenditure on school buildings 

declined sharply.66 More disruption occurred after Japan entered the War. Grace 

recalled there was a “real awareness of possible invasion” and schools in Western 

Australia’s north were evacuated.67 

Developments in the Geography Curriculum 

From considerations so far, it is clear that largely English and Scottish models 

influenced developments in education in Australia for the period under 

consideration. The subject geography was no exception. Back in the ‘mother 

country’ from the late 19th century and into the 20th century the influential Halford 

Mackinder had encouraged teachers to introduce geography in schools.68 He 

recommended an inductive approach through observation and correlation of the 

distribution of the elements in the environment by using physical geography as the 

basis for the analysis of regions. 

Unstead claimed that Mackinder’s 1887 paper On the Scope and Methods of 

 
65 D. Mossenson (1972). State Education in Western Australia 1829-1960. 
66 Ibid. 
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Geography was “a classic document in the history of the development British 

Geography”.69 The view expressed in it was that geography teaching was to be 

regional, with the content becoming increasingly more difficult through the 

secondary school years. Mackinder also recommended a concentric approach in 

presenting content and methods, moving from a study of the local district to wider 

regions.70 

Andrew John Herbertson reinforced promotion of the regional concept of 

geography. His notion of natural regions essentially meant climatic regions, with the 

regional boundaries being defined based on an analysis and synthesis of four main 

factors: configuration (physical), rainfall, temperature and vegetation. Relatedly, he 

described the benefit of his proposed approach to regional studies as follows: 

For teaching purposes it is desirable that we should find out what regions can 
be grouped together, so that by studying say, fifteen to twenty types, the main 
features of the greater part of the world are learned, and merely the details of 
the varieties of each type have to be mastered later on. In practice this results 
in a saving of much time and adds greatly to the value of geography as an 
intellectual exercise.71 

Overall, the promotion of this ‘new geography’ moved the subject from being 

concerned with the memorisation of facts to one based on unity in content and 

treatment. 

 
69 J. F. Unstead (1949). H J Mackinder and the new geography. The Geographical Journal. 113: 47-
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Mackinder also emphasised the importance of engagement in analysis of the 

interaction of ‘man’ in society and ‘his’ environment.72 Equally, his analytical 

regionalisation method can be viewed as having been a reaction against the 

memorisation of place names and facts without any attempt to develop techniques 

for using information in the solving of problems.73 Overall, then, both Mackinder 

and Herbertson were of the view that geography had to be changed from involving 

uncritical description and memorisation of facts to being a discipline that emphasised 

analytical methods in the study of regions.74 

Following this thrust, geography came to establish itself in schools in the first 

decade of the 20th century. In the universities, however, its place was only tentative, 

partly because it was labeled a school subject.75 On this, Unstead described the 

situation as being a “vicious circle”: 

Because Geography was not considered worthy of academic study, facilities 
for teaching and research could not be granted, yet until these facilities were 
granted Geography had no opportunity to advance and to merit recognition.76 

Further, in the universities there was fierce opposition from other subject academics 

who “if not hostile, were not over-friendly to the new upstart subject”.77 Honeybone 
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also recalled other problems in the universities in the 1920s, with fieldwork 

unknown, large-scale maps non-existent, and research facilities severely limited.78 

School geography, however, continued to expand.79 Hogan in relation to 

England and Wales, found that the essential features of Herbertson’s regional 

method were applied in the schools.80 That consisted of a preliminary study of the 

natural regions; a tendency to separate the study of the physical and biological 

environment from the socio-cultural environment; treatment of continents that 

included a general description of position, structure, relief, climate and vegetation 

then the correlation of human activities with these natural elements; and the study of 

natural regions or countries using similar headings but requiring more detailed 

investigation. Further, Hadow81 reported that “during the last twenty-five years the 

method of teaching geography has noticeably changed; perhaps no subject has made 

a more general advance”.82 

By the 1930s ‘the region’ was also adopted as the “fundamental concept in 

geography” in both universities and schools.83 Its treatment in the schools, however, 

developed into a stereotyped approach to regional description, commencing with 

elements of the physical and biological environments and ending with studies of 

 
78 Cited in I. F. Goodson (1993). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum 
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human responses within selected regions.84 Furthermore, while teachers may not 

have regarded themselves as environmental determinists, their emphasis on physical 

and biological aspects, their use of textbooks emphasising these, and the reduced 

time allowed for dealing with human elements, resulted in students implicitly 

learning the philosophy of environmental determinism.85 

Hogan in an investigation of school textbooks used in England also found that 

the regional stereotype continued to dominate up to 1945 and that Herbertson’s 

analytical regionalisation was included in most school programs right through to the 

1950s.86 Examination requirements were the single most powerful reason for that. 

Other factors were the implicit acceptance by teachers of the regional paradigm, the 

content of teacher training, the plentiful supply of textbooks reflecting the approach, 

and the ease of preparation and teaching methods associated with it. 

For many teachers the textbook became the syllabus.87 Additionally, as 

Honeybone has argued, by the 1930s school geography “came more and more to be 

a ‘world citizenship’ subject with the citizens detached from their physical 

environment”.88 By 1939 it “had become grievously out of balance, the geographical 

synthesis had been abandoned, and the unique education value of the subject lost in 

a flurry of social and economic generalizations”.89 
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In America prior to World War One, professional geographers were indifferent 

and inactive in advancing geography in schools. That allowed social studies, 

involving the “integration of history, geography, civics, and the various social 

sciences” to progress.90 After the War, according to Schulten, social studies 

incorporated geography’s human dimension as a supplement to history, the elements 

of physical geography were absorbed into a general science course, and commercial 

geography, which by the mid 1920s incorporated economic geography, became the 

sole surviving form of the subject.91 

During the interwar years in American high schools the world was treated as a 

commercial and economic unit in the textbooks. An internationalist outlook was also 

promoted in them and references to physical geography were omitted except in 

relation to human activity. The commercial model of geography was also evident in 

interwar classroom maps.92 

By the late 1930s, international developments led to geography being pulled 

from its commercial focus toward a more geopolitical and expressly internationalist 

one. When American political stability was directly threatened by the hostilities of 

World War Two, however, the subject recovered some of its explicitly spatial 

framework. The growth in aviation and the air-war encouraged interest during the 

1940s, and it now gained some independence from social studies. ‘World geography’ 
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in particular, became more popular than economic geography.93 

British traditions largely influenced early developments in both school and 

academic geography in Australia, especially with the arrival of British academics to 

staff the universities. However, it was not until 1921 when Griffith Taylor (1880-

1963) was appointed associate professor and foundation head of Australia’s first 

geography department at The University of Sydney that academic geography started 

to make headway in the States. Taylor came to the subject from a professional base 

as a geologist and a meteorologist. He argued that geography had the potential to 

offer the Australian student a “viable reconstruction of the fragmented curriculum”.94 

That view was based on his perspective of geography as a ‘correlative science’. He 

later described the latter as linking “the four ‘environmental’ sciences of botany, 

physics, geology, and astronomy with the four ‘human’ sciences of history, 

economics, sociology, and anthropology.” The study of the whole earth he concluded 

is “the domain of the geographer”.95 

In the schools, geography was promoted in nature studies. On that, Frank Tate, 

Director of Education in Victoria from 1902 to 1928, argued that nature study and 

geography would help children to “see a meaning and a significance in the 

commonest facts of nature”.96 British textbooks were used for senior secondary 

 
93  S. Schulten (2001). The Geographical Imagination in America, 1880-1950.  
94 J. M. Powell (1988). Geographical education and its Australian heritage. Australian Geographical 

Studies. 26 (1): 214-230, p. 221. 
95 G. Taylor (1935). Geography the correlative science. Canadian Journal of Economics and Political 

Science. 1 (4): 535-550, p. 535. 
96 L. J. Blake (Ed.) (1973). Vision and Realisation: A Centenary History of State Education in 

Victoria (Vol. 1). Melbourne: Education Department of Victoria, p. 323. 
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school geography97 and according to Biddle were “content-oriented and descriptive”, 

detailing the so-called ‘capes and bays’ geography.98 That form of geography, 

however, was discouraged in the 1920s as aspects of the Australian natural 

environment became emphasised due to the efforts of Taylor, who promoted the 

subject as a spearhead of ‘new’ education, with his correlative science view 

encouraging the study of the subject in schools.99 His environmental deterministic 

view, however, led him into controversy with ‘optimistic resource promoters’. That 

led to an early text of his being banned by the Western Australian Education 

Department because he dared to describe large areas of the State as being ‘arid’ and 

‘useless’. His successor at The University of Sydney, James Macdonald Holmes, 

curried less controversy as he was actively engaged in conservation and planning 

and brought geography back to its ‘traditional’ local and regional bases. In particular, 

he had a “direct and highly personalised impact on geography curricula of NSW 

schools”.100 

In the 1940s and 1950s, geography in Australian schools was seldom taught 

by geographers trained with a basic understanding of the human and physical 

branches of the discipline. Thus, in its content and approaches the material offered 

to students was often markedly utilitarian and associated with economic geography. 

On that, Powell described the situation in the State of Victoria where school 
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geography was dominated by graduates who had qualified in geology and in 

economic geography at the University of Melbourne, the latter being a minor course 

in the commerce faculty.101 A similar situation developed at The University of 

Western Australia with a newly arrived Italian immigrant Dr Joseph Gentilli who 

commenced giving economic geography lectures in 1941 while being located in its 

department of economics.102 

The scenario described above begs the question of what were the qualifications 

of teachers to teach geography in Western Australian secondary schools given that 

the University did not offer courses in the subject prior to the early 1940s? It did, 

however, offer courses in geology. In fact the professor of geology was appointed 

by the Public Examination Board in 1917 as examiner of Junior and Leaving 

Certificate geography examinations. It is reasonable to assume then that some 

geography teachers at secondary school level during the period 1917 to 1944 had 

acquired a tertiary education in geology at least. Some student teachers enrolled at 

the University may also have taken Dr Gentilli’s courses from 1941.103 

Another avenue for preparation was through the ‘trained teacher’s certificate’ 

course from 1912 offered by the Teachers’ Training College where geography was 

taught as ‘professional preparation’ for matriculated and non-matriculated 
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students.104 In 1926, it was an optional subject.105 Some primary-school trained 

teachers occasionally transferred to teaching in government secondary schools and 

some of these were required to teach geography. Then in 1940, a one-year course for 

matriculated student teachers who were simultaneously enrolled in the Teachers’ 

Training College and The University of Western Australia, studied a subject termed 

‘geography and method’.106 These student teachers were destined for employment in 

government secondary schools where some then taught geography. 

The Western Australian Geography Syllabus from 1917 to 1944 

The Western Australian secondary school geography curriculum for 1917 was 

published that year in the Manual of Public Examinations Board for 1917.107 It 

related to preparation for two main public examinations: the Junior Certificate and 

the Leaving Certificate. The five-year course was presented in two main parts. The 

first part, ‘Junior Standard’, was intended for those sitting the Junior Certificate 

examination at the completion of the first three years of secondary school education. 

The ‘Leaving Standard’ course was examined at the completion of a further two 

years, at which time it again tested knowledge gained in the Junior Certificate course. 

The Public Examinations Board of The University of Western Australia governed 

the examinations with the University’s entrance requirements in mind. Government 
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departments, commercial businesses and professional organisations also accepted 

the examinations for their own credentialing purposes.108 

The 1917 Junior and Leaving Certificate Geography standard program was 

essentially an examination syllabus guideline addressed to schoolteachers and was 

adopted by secondary schools as the de facto curriculum. It was not part of a course 

package and no accompanying teaching and learning materials were prepared. 

The emphasis in schools was on the acquisition of knowledge in geography 

that would be required to answer examination questions. In that regard, the program 

can be deemed to have had an academic rationalism orientation109 in the sense of 

having as an aim the enhancement of the student’s intellectual abilities and the 

encouragement of the development of one’s cognitive processes, albeit at a low level. 

More specifically, by academic rationalism is meant that the major function of the 

school curriculum is to enhance the individual’s intellectual abilities in subjects most 

worthy of study.110 

At the same time, the skills and intellectual abilities of students to be developed 

were not overly expressed, this being an era when curriculum objectives were not 

stated explicitly. The requirement regarding the Junior Standard simply stated: “No 

textbook will be set but candidates will be required to have a knowledge of the 
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following aspects of the subject” and presented three sections for study.111 Following 

an outline of subject topics in the Leaving syllabus, the accompanying 1917 

examination manual stated in similar vein that “the general and universally 

applicable principles of each of the above sections must be understood thoroughly. 

Special familiarity with their application to Australasian conditions must be 

shown”.112 

The absence of coherently stated objectives may have created uncertainty for 

teachers in their interpretation of the new syllabus. At the same time, they had 

flexibility to set their own. Those who did are likely to have related them to the 

philosophical foundation of the course, which was environmental determinism 

focused on the environmental influences and controls determining human settlement 

and activity. The content indicating the latter perspectives was outlined in the 

Manual of Public Examinations Board for 1917. It further stated that Leaving 

Certificate examination candidates required knowledge of the entire five-year 

course. 

The Junior and Leaving Certificate geography syllabi (‘standard’) were 

presented in the Manual of the Public Examinations Board for 1917 as follows: 

JUNIOR STANDARD 

No textbook will be set, but candidates will be required to have a knowledge 
of the following aspects of the subject – 

General Geography – Meanings of geographical terms; use of maps and 
scales. The situation, extent, and general shape of the continents and oceans. 
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The principal countries of the world, the names of their most important cities 
and dependencies, manners and customs and mode of government of their 
peoples and staple industries. Main trade routes of the world. 
Candidates may be required to show a knowledge of places which have been 
brought prominently before the public in the columns of the Press recently. 
Candidates may be asked to draw maps. 

Australian Geography – A moderately detailed knowledge of the 
Geography of the Australian States and New Zealand, including physical 
features, chief towns, railways and industries. The external relationships of 
the Commonwealth should be studied. A more detailed knowledge of 
Western Australia will be required than of other States. 

Physiography – Composition and circulation of the atmosphere. Results of 
this circulation (rain, frost, dew, etc.). Extent and movements of the ocean. 
Action of wind, rivers, ocean, ice, etc. in developing land forms. 

 

LEAVING STANDARD 

I. Elements of Mathematical Geography 
Latitude – Determination of latitude by sun and star observations 
Longitude – Determination by sun observations (general principles only). 
Candidates will not be required to solve the spherical triangles involved in 
the calculation 
Time – Apparent, mean, civil and sidereal time and their relations. 
Surveying – Instruments and methods used. Triangulation and traverse. 
General knowledge of theodolite, sextant and level. More detailed 
acquaintance with the use of the compass and barometer. True and magnetic 
meridian, variation and deviation of compass. The use of the plane table. 
Maps and charts. Elements of spherical projection, principal types of map 
projection and their distortions. Orientation and scale. Map conventions. 
Contour maps. Great circle sailing and its limitations. 

II. Physical Geography 
Atmosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere. 
Composition and circulation of the atmosphere. 
Principles of weather forecast. Extent, composition and circulation of the 
hydrosphere. Tides. Positive and negative land forms; their origin, 
significance and influence on human activities. 

III. Commercial Geography 
The principles which control the distribution of natural products, of 
population and industry. Trade routes and means of inter-communication. 
Natural and artificial highways, waterways, etc. The mutual relations 
between nations so far as they depend upon geographical conditions. 
National characteristics dependent on environment. 
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IV. Political Geography 
Form of government of the principal nations of the world and their relations 
with one another. Position and character of frontiers. Gains and losses of 
territory in modern times. Exploration and colonisation, etc. 

The general and universally applicable principles of each of the above 
sections must be understood thoroughly. Special familiarity with their 
application to Australasian conditions must be shown. 

Candidates must make a special study of two specially selected countries. 
For 1917 the two countries will be: South Africa and Japan. 

Practical Work 
Candidates must submit note books (certified as in the case of note books in 
Practical Geology) containing the results of practical work carried out by 
themselves in the various sections of the subject as above defined. It is 
suggested that this practical work should include: accurate or approximate 
determinations of latitude (and if possible, longitude). Worked problems on 
time. Field notes and plot of a compass survey of a small area (say, the school 
ground). Plane table survey of a small area. Preparation and comparison of 
maps on various systems of projection. Preparation of maps, diagrams, 
photographs and models of various types of land forms. Elementary 
meteorological observations. Criticism of meteorological data; weather 
forecast and records of actual results, etc. It is possible to obtain ordinary 
picture post cards of home and foreign countries which illustrate various 
types of land form but discrimination should be shown. It is not essential that 
the photographs submitted by candidates should have been taken by them, 
but all other work must be that of the candidates themselves. 

The syllabus outlined above is the sum total of what appeared in the Manual of the 

Public Examinations Board for 1917. 

No accompanying textbooks were recommended for the Junior Certificate 

geography course, although certain works as teacher references were outlined. 

These, outlined as follows, were mainly related to the physiography section.  

“Teachers are advised to consult such books as: 
Davis, W. M. Physical Geography (Ginn & Co.) 
Taylor, T. G. Australia, Physiographic and Economic (Oxford University 
Press) 

Salisbury, Physiography 
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Chamberlain and Salisbury, Geology Processes, Vol 1 (Macmillan & 
Co.).”113 

For Leaving Certificate geography four texts were recommended for students. These 

again, however, mainly related to the physical geography section of the course. 

Typically also they were both content-oriented and descriptive. At the same time the 

following was outlined for teachers:  

“For Physical Geography candidates should study:  
Davis, W.M Physical Geography 
or  
Tarr R. S. The New Physical Geography 
or 
Salisbury, R.D Physiography 
and 
David, T.W.E.D. New South Wales.  
 
Teachers should consult articles in any good encyclopaedia upon such 
subjects as navigation, maps, tides, etc.”114 

 

Regarding the specific content outlined, the influence of the Professor of Geology at 

The University of Western Australia was evident. He set and oversaw the Junior and 

Leaving Certificate examinations, there being no Professor of Geography at the 

University. The latter situation also partly explains the emphasis there was on the 

subject’s physical basis and the assumptions relating to links between the physical 

world, the organic world and human society. Regarding that, the 1917 Leaving 

Certificate examination syllabus was divided into mathematical, physical, 

commercial and political geography sections, along with practical work. 
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The cognitive processes orientation mentioned already was also evident in the 

curriculum. By this is meant that a view that the curriculum should primarily be 

concerned with providing students with the necessary skills to assist them in learning 

how to learn as well as giving opportunities to employ and enhance their intellectual 

faculties was present.115 Regarding that, the emphasis was on development of the 

student’s skills in all sections of the course in observation, data collection and 

recording. Achievement with respect to these was also to be recorded in special 

notebooks and the entries were to be certified by the teacher. Further, the Junior 

Standard General Geography section stated: “Candidates may be required to show a 

knowledge of places which have been brought prominently before the public in the 

columns of the Press recently”.116 That stress on the importance of being familiar 

with current events through reading and listening to the news and drawing maps, was 

likely related to World War One battles and in particular the Gallipoli Campaign 

(February 19 1915 to January 9 1916).117 

Students were also expected to write field notes, conduct compass surveys of 

school grounds, and examine maps, diagrams and models of landforms. The 

collection of picture post cards of foreign countries was also recommended to 

promote self-learning and student interest. In a certain albeit minor way then the 

program also called for the development of a student’s self actualisation. That notion 
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refers to providing students with intrinsically rewarding experiences to enhance their 

personal development.118 

While no particular pedagogical approaches were outlined it is likely that 

because the content of the course was laid out explicitly, direct teaching methods 

were adopted to teach the specific facts and basic skills detailed. Equally, no 

consideration was given to assessment other than what was known by all, namely 

that the 1917 geography syllabus was explicitly designed for examination purposes, 

with the first State-wide examination conducted at the conclusion of the three-year 

Junior course and the Leaving Certificate examination conducted at the end of 

secondary schooling. Given then that the examinations largely dictated what was 

taught it is apposite to analyse the examination papers in some detail. 

Analysis of geography examination papers for the period 1917 to 1944 

All Leaving Certificate geography examination papers during the sub-period had to 

be addressed over a three-hour duration. They were divided into Part A and Part B, 

but had no clear pattern in terms of how each part related to a syllabus section. 

Relatedly, the marks for each question were not printed on the examination papers. 

On average, six questions had to be attempted out of the total number 

presented.  That requirement ranged from seven questions in 1921 to 15 questions in 

1939. Then from 1930 to 1944 the total number of questions presented was 12 each 

year, six of which had to be answered. Often it was also compulsory to answer certain 

questions. 
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The syllabus section most often tested by compulsory questions was that on 

‘mathematical geography’, later termed ‘practical geography’. What appeared in 

1926 and 1936 for example, was as follows:119 

1926 Q12: (a) What is meant by the representative fraction (R.F.) of a map? 
What are the representative fractions of maps on scales of 100 miles, 20 chains 
and 100 feet to the inch? (b) Plot the following on a scale of 20 chains to 1 
inch, taking the ruling on your examination book as true north and south – A 
to B 81°, 6,500 links; B-C 106°, 5,200 links; C-D 178°, 3,880 links; D-E 103°, 
1,190 links; E-F 260°, 4,350 links; F-G 353°, 3,900 links; G-H 240°, 7,520 
links; H-I 245°, 5,580 links. 

1936 Q11: (a) Explain how you would make approximate determinations for 
true north; latitude; longitude. (b) Describe the most important instruments 
installed at a meteorological station and explain the uses to which they are 
put. 

The questions above called for map reading and map-making skills, surveying skills, 

and knowledge of latitude and longitude and of time as required in the syllabus. 

During the sub-period the next most frequently tested syllabus section focused 

on in compulsory examination questions was physical geography followed by 

questions requiring knowledge of a combination of political and commercial 

geography. The following are examples of these types of questions: 

The first is an example of a question on physical geography: 
1917 Q9: Summarise the evidence adduced from river development in South 
Australia to show that a desiccation of climate has occurred in recent 
prehistoric times. 

 
119 Note: Question text is displayed in italic script in this thesis but it was not on the examination 

papers. 
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This question called for knowledge of the “positive and negative land forms; their 

origin, significance”.120 It also required knowledge of the river systems of South 

Australia. 

The next question is an example of a combined political and commercial 

geography question: 

1921 Q2: Discuss the build of Italy. To what extent have the physical 
conformation and climate influenced density of population and production in 
various parts of the peninsula? Treat fully, and give details regarding 
production and chief towns concerned with the various industries. 

Knowledge of the physical features of a region of Europe and application of that 

knowledge were required to explain “the principles which control the distribution of 

natural products, of population and industry”.121 

Compulsory questions like these required that candidates demonstrate their 

knowledge and understanding of particular parts of the course and be able to apply 

them in answering the specific questions. 

Instructions to candidates may sometimes be confusing. In 1932 for example, 

the following was presented:  

Answer THREE questions only from Part A.  In Part B, if question 12 is 
answered, only ONE OTHER question is to be attempted; if question 12 is not 
answered then THREE questions are to be selected from the remaining five. 
 

One can imagine confusion in the mind of a nervous candidate confronted with this 

instruction in the examination room. By 1941 however, problems like this seem to 
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have been recognised with instructions such as “Answer SIX questions only, THREE 

from Part A and THREE from Part B” providing much more clarity. 

An examination of the countries focused on in the Leaving Certificate 

examination questions is also instructive in that they reveal the importance placed 

on certain countries in the syllabus. Until 1958 candidates were “required to have a 

knowledge of the … principal countries of the world, the names of their most 

important cities”.122 Specific countries were occasionally nominated as deserving of 

special attention. In 1917, for example, two such countries were South Africa and 

Japan and in 1920 they were the Balkan States and the West Indies. 

The figure below illustrates the frequency of countries examined during the 

period 1917 to 1944: 
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Countries Frequency (1-20) 
ARGENTINA                     
AUSTRALIA                     
AUSTRIA                     
BALKAN STATES                     
BALTIC STATES                     
BRAZIL                     
BRITISH EMPIRE                     
BURMA                     
CANADA                     
CENTRAL AMERICA                     
CEYLON                     
CHILE                     
CHINA                     
EAST INDIES                     
EGYPT                     
EUROPE                     
FRANCE                     
GERMAN COLONIES                     
GERMANY                     
GREAT BRITAIN                     
IRELAND                     
INDIA                     
ITALY                     
JAPAN                     
MALAYA                     
MEDITERRANEAN                     
NEW ZEALAND                     
NORTH AMERICA                     
NORWAY                     
POLAND                     
POLYNESIA                     
RHODESIA                     
RUSSIA / USSR                     
SCANDINAVIA                     
SOUTH AFRICA                     
SOUTH AMERICA                     
SPAIN                     
SWITZERLAND                     
TURKEY                     
USA                     
WEST INDIES                     
YUGOSLAVIA                     

Graph 1: Frequency of Countries Examined in the Leaving Certificate Examinations 1917-1944. 

 
Since the geography of Australia was an essential and integral component of the 

Leaving Certificate geography curriculum it is not surprising that the graph above 

shows it is the country most frequently examined during the period. Other countries 

frequently examined were the USA, Japan and South Africa. 

Leaving Certificate examination questions requiring knowledge of countries 

not specifically nominated for special study in the Leaving Certificate course but 

were meant to have been studied at Junior Certificate level, were also posed. For 

example, while the 1917 Leaving Certificate syllabus nominated South Africa and 
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Japan for special study, the 1917 examination paper included the following question 

on Central America and Switzerland: 

1917 Q3: Give a general account of the physical features of Central America 
and of the political conditions of its various subdivisions. Describe in 
particular the various transport routes from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific 
and give a brief account of the attempts to open up a canal route. 

 
Equally, while no countries were nominated for special study in the Leaving 

Certificate syllabus of 1919, examination questions required that students display a 

knowledge of Russia, France, Japan and the USA. That presumably was because 

they were some of the ‘principal countries of the world’ that had been outlined in the 

Junior Certificate syllabus statement. One such question was as follows: 

1919 Q5: Give a description of the country traversed by the Trans-Siberian 
railway between Samara and Vladivostok. Discuss its build, its races, its 
climate and productions. Mention the chief towns on the line and estimate their 
importance. 

The convention of nominating countries for special study in the Leaving Certificate 

syllabus, however, ceased after 1921. 

In 1925 the practice was revisited, with the Leaving Certificate syllabus listing 

countries for “special attention” in the General Geography section. In addition to 

“the countries prescribed for the Junior Certificate” these were Australia, East Indies, 

Brazil, Argentina and Chile.123 An example of an associated examination question 

was the following: 

1925 Q7: Compare and contrast Argentina with the parts of Australia in 
similar latitudes. 

 
123 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 
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OR Give an account of the climate and production of California. Also write a 
short note on the racial problems of that State. 

Here only the first question referred to countries listed in the Leaving Certificate 

syllabus. The second which is not an actual country was the State of California rather 

than the USA overall. Posing it, however, can be seen to have been justified on the 

basis of the Junior Certificate syllabus statements. 

The listing in the Junior Certificate syllabus in 1925 of the British Empire, the 

USA, Japan, France, Germany, Italy and Russia, and the Leaving Certificate syllabus 

listing of Australia, East Indies, Brazil, Argentina and Chile were repeated in each 

annual syllabus until 1931. Accordingly, questions in the 1925 Leaving Certificate 

examination referred to Australia, New Zealand, Japan, South Africa, Argentina, 

Canada, the USA and India. This indicates that a candidate sitting the 1925 Leaving 

Certificate examination was expected to have acquired considerable knowledge of 

all of the countries listed in the entire five-year course. 

For 1932 the Junior Certificate syllabus ‘country list’ changed to the British 

Isles, British North America (Newfoundland and Labrador), Major British 

Possessions in Africa, Indian Empire, New Zealand, USA, Germany, France and 

Italy. The requirement was that students acquire “some knowledge of the peoples of 

these countries and their mode of government”.124 The following other countries to 
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held by The University of Western Australia for 1932. Perth: The University of Western Australia, 
p. 40. 
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be studied “but in less detail than the foregoing: European Russia, China, Japan, East 

Indies”.125 

Both the Junior and Leaving Certificate geography syllabi also required that 

students acquire knowledge of places, including ports, across the world. On that, the 

statement in the Junior Certificate syllabus for 1917 that “candidates may be required 

to show a knowledge of places which have been brought prominently before the 

public in the columns of the Press recently” was repeated with minor variation each 

year.126 Relatedly, from 1925 the Leaving Certificate syllabus stated in the general 

geography section that “candidates will be expected to show knowledge of places 

and of matters of geographic interest which have been recently prominent in the 

Press”.127 

A candidate’s knowledge in this regard was tested with questions such as the 

following: 

1925 Q9: Locate as definitely as you can and write a brief informative note on 
six of the following: Belfast, Bradford, Dundee, Middlesborough, Elberfield, 
Genoa, Limoges, Tula. [This question was compulsory.] 

1939 Q6: On the map of the world provided mark the following towns, 
indicating each by a small cross and its initial letter: Bloemfontein, Chicago, 
Copenhagen, Durban, Glasgow, Harbin, Kiev, Toronto, Warsaw, Wollongong. 
To what circumstances do any five of these owe their importance? 

1930 Q6: “The importance of a port depends on the richness of its hinterland.” 
Discuss this statement with reference to any six of the following: Marseilles, 

 
125 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1932, p. 40. 
126 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1917, p. 18. 
127 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1925, p. 33. 
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Hamburg, Riga, Brindisi, New Orleans, Fremantle, Auckland, Vancouver, 
Liverpool, Belfast, Kobe. 

The above questions called for knowledge of disparate locations and their specific 

features. 

Another feature on the syllabus was that candidates were required to be aware 

of current events and be able to associate them with their knowledge of geography. 

Associated with that were questions like the following on examination papers during 

the First World War that referred to countries and locations affected by it.128 

1917 Q5: Draw a map, as large as your paper will permit, of Switzerland, 
showing the principal routes through the country. Write a brief description of 
Switzerland’s economic position in connection with the present war. 

1918 Q5: Draw a map of Turkey and indicate how its physical features have 
influenced the developments of the war in that region. 

1918 Q6: Give a brief account of Germany’s colonies. Show what part they 
have played in the war and indicate how the loss of them may effect Germany 
after the war. 

Similar questions, containing explicit references to the War, however, were not 

included in the examinations during World War Two although places and countries 

involved in the War did feature. 

 

 

 
128 The Examiner’s Report on the Leaving Certificate examination of 1915 included the comment: 

“Any student of geography who is not perfectly familiar with the main features of the war zone, 
must be regarded as far from satisfactory”. Examiner’s reports in subsequent years were not 
published. University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public 
Examinations held by The University of Western Australia for 1918. Perth: The University of 
Western Australia, p. 196. 
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Using Bloom’s Taxonomy of educational objectives to analyse the 
examination papers: 

The analysis presented so far was extended by using Bloom’s taxonomy of 

educational objectives in the cognitive domain to examine the geography 

questions.129 This taxonomy is divided into six levels: knowledge, comprehension, 

application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation, with knowledge deemed the lowest 

form of cognitive thinking and evaluation the highest. The framework is represented 

in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: Cognitive Domain with Associated Verbs. 

 

 
129 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956). Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook I: Cognitive 
Domain. New York: David McKay Company. 
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Taking an approach similar to that taken by Cullinane and Liston130 who examined 

Irish Leaving Certificate Biology examination papers, the original taxonomy of 

Bloom rather than a revised version was adopted primarily because it allows one to 

distinguish easily between higher order questions and lower order questions. 

Three geography examination papers, namely, those for 1917, 1933 and 1943 

were analysed. The questions in these papers were examined in relation to the verbs 

in the cognitive domain associated with each objective. These describe the 

complexity of thinking behaviour required to answer a question. 

Each question in the three papers was analysed. Where a question was split 

into parts then each part was classified as being a single question. For example, in 

the following question there are two parts: 

1917 Q4: What are the chief timber-producing countries of the world? 
Compare and contrast them as regards qualities of timbers exported and as 
regards natural facilities for expansion of trade. 

These were deemed to be separate questions, containing two tasks: “what are” 

(Knowledge) and “compare and contrast” (Analysis). 

The table below illustrates that most of the examination questions tested the 

lower order thinking skills of knowledge and comprehension. They often required 

the provision of specific information that encouraged rote learning and the 

memorisation of facts. 

 

 

 
130 A. Cullinane and M. Liston (2016). Review of the Leaving Certificate biology examination papers 

(1999–2008) using Bloom’s taxonomy: An investigation of the cognitive demands of the 
examination. Irish Educational Studies. 35 (3): 249-267. 
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Year Knowledge Comprehension Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
1917 12 5 4 1 0 0 
1933 10 13 4 2 0 1 
1943 13 11 1 2 1 1 

TOTALS 35 29 9 5 1 1 
Table 2: Summary of the Frequency of Bloom’s Taxonomy Levels 1917, 1933 and 1943 

 
Because the higher objectives in Bloom’s taxonomy were infrequently represented 

in the examination papers, few opportunities were provided for able students to 

develop their answers in greater detail. 

Levels of cognitive demands 

Examiners required candidates to demonstrate skills, knowledge and understanding 

and the ability to apply them. Such requirements were termed ‘demand’ by Edwards 

and Dall’Alba131 who developed a ‘scale of cognitive demand’. The concept of 

demand in it is derived from a range of learning and thinking theories, including 

those of Ausubel, et al.,132 Bloom,133 Bruner, et al.,134 de Bono,135 Gagne,136 Taba,137 

and also from the work of Piaget as interpreted by Novak.138 

The scale considers demand to have four interactive dimensions: complexity, 

openness, implicitness and level of abstraction. Each dimension contains six levels 

 
131 J. Edwards and G. Dall’Alba (1981). Development of a scale of cognitive demand for aralysis of 

printed secondary science materials. Research in Science Education. ll: 158-170. 
132 D. P. Ausubel, J. D. Novak and H. Hanesien (1978). Educational Psychology: A Cognitive View. 

2nd ed. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 
133 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956). Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook I: Cognitive 
Domain. 

134 J. S. Bruner (1966). An overview. In J. S. Bruner, R. R. Oliver, P. M. Greenfield, J. Rigney-
Hornsby, H. J. Kenney, M. Maccoby, N. Modiano, F. A. Mosher, D. R. Olson, M. C. Potter, Reich, 
L.C. and S. A. McKinnon. Studies in Cognitive Growth. New York: John Wiley, 1966. 

135 E. de Bono (1976). Teaching Thinking. London: Maurice Temple Smith. 
136 R. M. Gagne (1965). Conditions of Learning. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 
137 H. Taba (1962). Curriculum Development: Theory and Practice. New York: Harcourt, Brace and 

World; H. Taba (1967). Teachers' Handbook for Elementary Social Studies. Massachusetts: 
Addison-Wesley. 

138 J. D. Novak (1977). A Theory of Education. London: Cornell University Press. 
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of demand, defined by phrases and command words typically used in examination 

questions. It is outlined in Table 3 below. 

Dimension Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6 
Complexity 
The nature of 
the sequence 
of operations 
which 
constitutes a 
task, that is, 
the nature of 
each 
component 
operations 
and the links 
between 
operations. 

Simple 
operations 

Require a basic 
comprehension 

Understanding, 
application or 
low level 
analysis 

!" Analysis 
and/or 
synthesis 

Synthesis or 
evaluation 

Openness 
The degree to 
which a task 
relies on the 
generation of 
ideas. 

No 
generation of 
new ideas 

!" Limited 
generation of 
ideas 

Generation of 
ideas from a 
given data 
base 

Generation of 
ideas which 
are original 
for the 
student 

Highly 
generative 

Implicitness 
The extent to 
which the 
learner is 
required to go 
beyond the 
data available 
to the senses. 

Data are 
readily 
available to 
the senses 

Data to be 
operated on are 
given 

A large part of 
the data is 
given but 
requires 
generation of 
the final 
outcome 

!" Data are not 
available in a 
readily 
useable from 
- must be 
transformed 

Require a 
view of the 
entity in 
question as 
part of a 
more 
extensive 
whole 

Level of 
Abstraction 
The extent to 
which a task 
deals with 
ideas rather 
than concrete 
objects or 
phenomena. 

Deals with 
concrete 
objects or 
data stored in 
the memory 

Predominantly 
deals with 
concrete 
objects or 
images 

!" Corresponds 
to concrete-
abstract 
transition 

Abstract Highly 
abstract 

Key words Recall or 
memorize 
specifics 
Assimilate 
information 
Simple 
measurement 
Observe 
Simple 
comparison 
Simple 
recording 
Follow a 
simple set of 
instructions 
Observe with 
discrimination 

Recall or 
memorize 
procedures, 
processes, rules 
of principles 
Simple 
classification 
Demonstrate 
use of 
equipment 
Understand a 
direct, physical 
model 
Translate 
Summarize 

Relate 
Develop an 
operational 
definition or 
simple concept 
Simple 
application 
Simple 
extrapolation 
Compare on 
stated criteria 
Identify 
discriminating 
characteristics 

Internalize a 
concept 
Apply a rule 
of principle 
Classify 
Simple 
hypothesizing 
Complete an 
experimental 
design 
Understand a 
model of 
abstraction 

Construct a 
model or other 
representation 
Generate 
relevant 
criteria 
Extrapolate 
Generalize 
Hypothesize 
Isolate 
variables 
Design an 
experiment or 
piece of 
equipment 
Isolate 
inferences  

Develop or 
explain a 
concept of 
an 
abstraction 
Link a 
model with 
reality 
Assess the 
impact 
Evaluate 

Table 3: The Scale of Cognitive Demand.139 

 
139 J. Edwards and G. Dall’Alba (1981). Development of a scale of cognitive demand for aralysis of 

printed secondary science materials; S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The 
Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions. British 
Education Research Association (BERA), Queen’s University Belfast. 
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In order to reflect the many different sorts of demands in examination 

questions, attention was also paid to the approach of Hughes, et al. of adopting the 

plural of the term.140 That was because there can be few or many demands in a 

question. Further, to increase flexibility Hughes, et al. also came up with the 

following revised scale known as the ‘CRAS Scale’:141 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 

Type of Demand Types of questions showing lower level 
demands 

Types of questions showing higher level 
demands 

Complexity 

The complexity of each 
component 
operations/ideas and the 
links between them. 

! Description 
Small scale - local/personal 
Local/familiar 
Short sentences 
Human/ everyday 

!" Analysis and synthesis 
Large scale - beyond personal 
experience. Europe Vs 
less economically developed 
country 
Remote/ unfamiliar 
Long sentences 
Physical past and future 

" 

Resources 

The student’s use of the 
data/information given. 

! Told where to look 
Simple resource 
Designed for question 
Topographic/isomorphic 

!" Not told where to look 
Complex resource 
Not designed for question 
Map transformation 

" 

Abstractness 

The extent to which the 
student is required to 
deal with ideas rather 
than concrete objects or 
phenomena. 

! Everyday language 
Sentences 
Concrete - today 
Deals with today 
Idiography 
Locations 

!" Technical language 
Mathematical formula 
Imaginary - past/future 
Projects forward and back 
Pattern/distribution 

" 

Strategy 

The extent to which the 
student is required to 
devise and monitor a 
strategy for tackling the 
question and organise 
the information to be 
communicated in the 
answer 

! Series of steps 
Deals with resources one at a time 
Identifies simple links between 2 
ideas 
Makes decision with some evidence 
Selects case study with 
help/specification 

!" Essay with title posed and a 
sequence 
Selects from several versions 
Identifies several links 
between 3 or more ideas 
Makes decision, gives 
evidence, discusses and 
qualifies. 
Selects case study to criteria 

" 

Table 4: CRAS Scale of Cognitive Demands in Geography.142 

It, they held, could be used for analysis of examination papers in “most of the 

 
140 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions.  
141 Ibid. 
142 Ibid., p. 7. 
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disciplines (mathematical, literary, and physical and social scientific)”.143 

Level of Cognitive Demand in Selected Examination Papers 

Using the schema of Hughes, et al. the level of cognitive demand of students in the 

examination papers for Leaving Certificate geography for 1917, 1933 and 1943 

reveal the following: 

Year Level of Structure Complexity Resources Abstractness Strategy 
1917 

12 questions 
to choose 

from 

Structured = 1 
Semi Structured =7 
Unstructured = 4 

Low = 4 
Medium = 2 
High = 4 
Low+Medium= 1 
High+Medium= 1 

Low = 8 
Medium = 4 
High = 0 

Low = 4 
Medium = 3 
High = 5 

Low = 4 
Medium = 2 
High = 6 

1933 

12 questions 
to choose 

from 

Structured = 4 
Semi Structured =8 
Unstructured = 0 

Low = 4 
Medium = 0 
High = 4 
Low+Medium= 1 
Low+High = 3 

Low = 11 
Medium = 1 
High = 0 

Low = 3 
Medium = 9 
High = 0 

Low = 3 
Medium = 6 
High = 1 

1943 
15 questions 

to choose 
from 

Structured = 4 
Semi Structured =4 
Unstructured = 7 

Low = 1 
Medium = 7 
High = 7 

Low = 12 
Medium = 3 
High = 0 

Low = 3 
Medium = 5 
High = 4 
Medium+High= 3 

Low = 4 
Medium = 5 
High = 5 

Table 5: Summary of Levels of Structure and Demand 1917, 1933 and 1943 Examination Papers. 

Regarding the ‘complexity’ dimension, there was a mixture of levels in each of the 

papers. An example of a question with a low level of complexity was the following: 

1933 Q2: What are the climatic conditions of the so-called temperate 
grasslands of the world? Describe their situation and their value to mankind. 

This question called for descriptive information without evaluation or justification 

and, being semi-structured it acted to keep the candidate on track. Equally, an 

example of a structured question with a high level of complexity was the following:  

1943 Q9A: Explain how to find with a shadow stick (i) the meridian of a certain 
spot, (ii) the latitude of that spot if the observation is made at the equinox. (b) 
Explain how you would find north with prismatic compass and how it is that 
the meridian of a place does not necessarily coincide with the north-south line 
given by a compass at that place. (c) Describe the instruments that you would 

 
143 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions, p. 18. 
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use in (a) and (b). Illustrate your answer throughout with diagrams and 
sketches. 

This question required candidates to demonstrate higher order cognitive analytical 

skills by having to explain a procedure, describe instruments and draw diagrams. 

Regarding the ‘resources’ dimension of the examination, the level assessed 

was generally low. Diagrams, photographs and topographical maps were not 

included in the examination papers, apart from blank maps provided so that 

candidates could mark on them the location of places and regions when answering 

certain questions. Overall they were assessed on having sufficient knowledge of a 

topic to be able to recall relevant data. The following is an example to illustrate the 

low level on the resources dimension: 

1943 Q1: Select any two of the following rivers and write notes on their 
importance as highways; describe also the regions of production and chief 
trading centres within their basins: Ganges, Murray-Darling, La Plata, Nile, 
Rhone. 

Candidates selecting this question needed to have memorised the relevant 

geographical information. 

The ‘abstraction’ dimension refers to the extent to which a candidate has to 

deal with ideas rather than with concrete objects and phenomena. On that, the 1917 

examination paper largely contained abstract questions. The following is an example 

of a question illustrating this dimension:  

1917 Q7A: Describe the different racial types, aboriginal and introduced, in 
South Africa and point out some of the chief problems raised by racial 
differences there. 
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To answer the question candidates were expected to have acquired knowledge of the 

racial types, their distribution pattern and issues arising from differences in a country 

beyond their personal experience. 

‘Strategy’ refers to the extent to which a question called on candidates to select 

a way to answer it. The following is an example of a question that called for the use 

of a strategy at a low level since, notwithstanding its verboseness: 

1943 Q9: (a) Explain what is meant by “scale” and “contour line” as used in 
connection with mapping. (b) Detail the survey methods by which you would 
make a contour map of a conical hill. (c) Construct a contour map, on a scale 
of 10 chains to the inch and with a contour interval of 100ft, of a circular 
volcanic island 70 chains in diameter; the island is a cone with uniform slope; 
in the middle is a circular crater 10 chains in diameter and 200ft deep; the rim 
of the crater, which is the highest part of the island, is 500ft above sea level. 
(d) Draw a vertical section from east to west across the centre of the island 
using a vertical scale of 500ft to 1 inch and a horizontal scale of 10 chains to 
1 inch. 

The question provides a step-by-step approach for providing the answer, yet its 

length may have deterred some candidates from attempting it. By contrast, at the 

other end of the strategy spectrum, the next question on the same examination paper 

rated high on the level of strategy demand: 

1943 Q11: Write an essay on “Man as a physiographic agent” i.e. on the 
changes, due either directly or indirectly to Man, which are taking place, or 
have lately taken place, on the Earth’s surface.  

This question was such that candidates were expected to devise their own strategy to 

frame an answer. 
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Question structuring 

A research study in England by Pollitt, et al.144 analysed the effect of question 

structure on the demands made of candidates sitting examination papers at GCSE 

and A Level in Geography, Chemistry and History. They identified five types of 

structuring in examination questions that allow the candidate to demonstrate 

knowledge of geography while reducing the need to draw on linguistic skills usually 

demonstrated through writing essays. Analysing the types of question structuring 

used on the Western Australian Leaving Certificate geography examination papers 

for 1917, 1933 and 1943 was also revealing. The results are as follows: 

1. Pure structure: Here a single sentence is divided into a number of similar but 

discrete parts. An example of pure structure is the following:  

1943 Q4: Compare with respect to climate, relief, resources, and population 
(a) Queensland with the Deccan (b) Victoria with southern France. 

This format may have been used to make the question attractive for answering. 

2. Content: Here pointers or prompts are given in relation to relevant material that 

could or should be included in the answer. The following is an example of this type 

of structuring: 

1943 Q8: Write an essay on ‘Harbours’ discussing (a) the definition of a 
harbour (b) the different types of harbour from a physiographic point of view 
(c) why all equally good harbours are not, geographically, equally 
important. Throughout your answer refer to actual harbours. 

It is likely to have had the effect of keeping candidates on track. 

 
144 A. Pollitt, S. Hughes, A. Ahmed, H. Fisher-Hock and T. Bramley (1998). The Effects of Structure 

on the Demands in GCSE and A Level Questions: Report to Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority. Cambridge: University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. 
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3. Process: Here the process or strategy that a candidate could adopt in answering 

the question is specified by changing such command words as ‘describe’ something 

instead of ‘explain’ it. This is an example: 

1933 Q11: Distinguish between plains and plateaux. In what ways may 
plains be formed? Discuss the economic advantages and disadvantages of 
plains and plateaux. 

For those able to see the clues, this likely had the effect of indicating a strategy and 

suggesting that a not very demanding answer would suffice. 

5. Language: The language used in a question can be varied by using abstract or 

technical terms in unstructured questions while using everyday words in more 

structured questions. This is an example: 

1917 Q8: Give a general account of the industries of Japan and show how 
these industries are dependent on geographical environment. 

Further, the 1917 and 1933 examination papers favoured semi-structured questions 

such as the following: 

1933 Q11: Distinguish between plains and plateaux. In what ways may 
plains be formed? Discuss the economic advantages and disadvantages of 
plains and plateaux. 
 

Here, the question is presented in three parts that guided the candidate in answering 

it. In the 1944 examination paper, however, relatively unstructured questions were 

more frequent. An example is: 

1944 Q2A: Write a short essay on one of the following: the mineral wealth 
of Australia; the foreign trade of New Zealand; the climate, vegetation and 
towns of Japan. 

 
Here the candidate is left to decide on the information to provide and on the length 

the short essay should be. 
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Analysis of Geography Textbooks for the period 1917 to 1944 

While the examination papers were the principal influence on what was taught, 

textbooks were also influential. Accordingly, the textbooks prescribed in the 

geography syllabi for the Western Australian senior secondary school curriculum 

were analysed. That provided further insights. 

In his study of the intellectual origins of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

century British schools’ geography textbooks Graves found that there had been few 

attempts to “trace the origins of the geographical ideas” contained in them.145 Graves 

and Murphy also claimed “textbooks are a reflection of the society that produced 

them”.146 Specifically with reference to geography textbooks they stated that they 

“tend to reveal the authors’ conception of the discipline and its educational 

purpose”.147 

Lidstone and Williams in similar vein noted “the power and authority of school 

textbooks and atlases in many countries so it is not surprising to find that they have 

attracted the attention of researchers”.148 However, they failed to highlight the 

importance of historical analysis of the development of the geography curriculum 

even though back in 1994 Stray149 commented that “textbooks have rarely been taken 

 
145 N. J. Graves (1996). The intellectual origins of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century British 

geography textbooks. Paradigm. 19. 
146 N. J. Graves and B. Murphy (2000). Research into geography textbooks. In A. Kent (Ed.) 

Reflective Practice in Geography Teaching. London: Paul Chapman, 2000, pp. 228-237, p. 228. 
147 Ibid., p. 228. 
148 J. Lidstone and M. Williams (2006). Researching change and changing research in geographical 

education. In J. Lidstone and M. Williams (Eds.) Geographical Education in a Changing World: 
Past Experience, Current Trends and Future Challenges. Springer, Dordrecht, 2006, pp. 1-16,  
p. 12. 

149 C. Stray (1994). Paradigms regained: Towards a historical sociology of the textbook. Journal of 
Curriculum Studies. 26 (January-February): 1-29, p. 1. 
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seriously as an object of study” and in 1997 Graves observed that textbook research 

writing was “pitifully small”.150 Further, in 2001, Marsden claimed to be astonished 

to discover that not a single comprehensive text had ever been written in Britain on 

the subject of the geography school textbook.151 

Some research in the field, however, had commenced in America in the second 

decade of the 20th century.152 A driving principle was that the textbook is a key 

resource that teachers use in the classroom153 and it often defines what is legitimate 

knowledge to pass on.154 Thus, it was argued, research on textbooks can indicate 

how they reflect a society’s culture and its technological stage of the society. 

Specifically regarding a geography textbook, it can also give an insight to the 

author’s conception of the discipline and its education purpose.155 

The analysis about to be presented was also influenced by the work of Wright 

who suggested particular types of evaluative work that could be conducted and who 

analysed the visual images in geography textbooks.156 Lidstone’s analysis of the 

 
150 N. J. Graves (1997). Textbooks and textbook research in geographical education: Some 

international views. International Research in Geographical and Environmental Education. 6 (1): 
60-62, p. 62. 

151 W. E. Marsden (2001). The School Textbook: Geography, History and Social Studies. 
152 N. J. Graves and B. Murphy (2000) Research into geography textbooks, p. 229. 
153 C. Broom (2011). Change and continuity in British Columbian perspectives as illustrated in social 

studies textbooks from 1885 to 2006. Journal of Educational Media, Memory and Society. 3 (2): 
42-57. 

154 N. J. Graves and B. Murphy (2000). Research into geography textbooks. 
155 C. Broom (2011). Change and continuity in British Columbian perspectives as illustrated in social 

studies textbooks from 1885 to 2006; N. J. Graves and B. Murphy (2000) Research into geography 
textbooks.  

156 D. R. Wright (1988). Applied textbook research in geography. In R. Gerber and J. Lidstone (Eds.) 
Developing Skills in Geographical Education. International Geographical Union Commission on 
Geographical Education with Jacaranda Press, 1988, pp. 327-332; D. R. Wright (1979). Visual 
images in geography texts: The case of Africa. Geography. 64 (3): 205-210. 
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‘Oxford Geography Project’ textbook series157 was also influential as was his later 

work.158 Additionally, analysis of aspects of popular textbooks and their racist nature 

by Hicks159 was informative, as were similar works by Wright.160 

The analysis of GCSE and A-level textbooks in Britain by Acheson161 to 

classify different geographic viewpoints were also considered. Relatedly, 

Metallinos, et al.162 investigated the use of verbo-visual content in senior secondary 

school geography textbooks used in Australia, Greece, Japan, Sweden and the USA. 

For each of the selected books, data about the amount of space devoted to text, 

pictures, maps, and tables were collated and the nature of the content was also 

assessed. 

Other frameworks for analysing geography textbooks, including one to analyse 

underpinning values were also informative.163 So also were Wright’s five criteria for 

 
157 J. G. Lidstone (1977). An evaluation of the geography curriculum offered to second and third year 

pupils in a south London junior high school based on volumes two and three of the Oxford 
Geography Project textbooks. Unpublished MA dissertation, University of London. 

158 J. Lidstone, (1985). A Study of the Use of Geography Textbooks by Selected Teachers in English 
Secondary Schools. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of London Institute of Education; 
Livingstone, D. N. (1992). The Geographical Tradition: Episodes in the History of Contested 
Enterprise. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing; J. Lidstone (1992). In defence of textbooks. In M. C. 
Naish (Ed.) Geography in Education: National and International Perspectives. London:  
University of London, Institute of Education, 1992, pp. 177-193. 

159 D. Hicks (1979). Bias in geography textbooks: Images of the Third World and multi-ethnic Britain, 
Working Paper No. 1. London: University of London, Institute of Education. 

160 D. Wright (1983). International textbook research-past stagnation and future potential. 
Curriculum. 2 (4): 14-48; D. R. Wright (1986a) Evaluating textbooks. In D. Boardman (Ed.) 
Handbook for Geography Teachers. Sheffield: Geographical Association, 1986; D. R. Wright 
(1986b) Racism in school textbooks. In D. Punter (Ed.) Introduction to Contemporary Cultural 
Studies. London: Longman, 1986. 

161 D. A. Acheson (1994). An analysis of how changing viewpoints at university level have influenced 
school textbooks in geography at GCSE and A level. In F. Slater (Ed.) Reporting Research in 
Geography Education. London: University of London Institute of Education, 1994, pp. 9-25. 

162 N. Metallinos (1990). The Use of Verbo-Visual Information in Textbooks: A Cross-Cultural 
Experience. Paper presented at the International Visual Literacy Symposium, London, England, 
July 10-13, 1990. 24p. 

163 N. J. Graves and B. Murphy (2000). Research into geography textbooks. 
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assessing the value of exercises and activities in textbooks:164 Does it motivate? Does 

it help comprehension? Does it challenge preconceptions? Does it make the world 

real? Does is help pupils to live? These draw attention to the contrast that there can 

be between a transmission-dominated textbook where a small number of resources 

seem intended only to fulfil the role of ‘helping comprehension’ and an interactive 

textbook where all five criteria are met. 

Informative also was Jo and Bednarz’s approach to evaluating questions 

embedded in geography textbooks from a spatial perspective.165 They defined spatial 

thinking as comprised of the cognitive skills of knowing concepts of space, using 

tools of representation, and the processes of reasoning. They then developed a three-

dimensional taxonomy of spatial thinking that was applied to the evaluation of 

questions in four high school level geography textbooks. Similarly, Walford 

analysed the spatial characteristics of British geography textbooks to compare the 

amount of space given to text, to illustrative material and to activity material 

(questions and exercises) on each page.166 This approach was deemed especially 

appropriate for the study reported in this thesis. A summary table of the outcomes of 

its use to analyse textbooks proposed for use by students studying for the Western 

Australian Leaving Certificate geography course during the sub-period 1917 to 1944 

are now presented. 

 
164 D. R. Wright (1988). Applied textbook research in geography. In A. Gerber and J. G. Lidstone 

(Eds.) Developing skills in geographical education. Brisbane: Jacaranda, 1988, pp. 327-332. 
165 I. Jo and S. W. Bednarz (2009). Evaluating geography textbook questions from a spatial 

perspective: Using concepts of space, tools of representation, and cognitive processes to evaluate 
spatiality. Journal of Geography. 108 (1): 4-13. 

166 R. Walford (1995). Geographical textbooks 1930-1990: The strange case of the disappearing text.  
Paradigm. 18 (December): 1-11. 
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Spatial Characteristics of Selected Geography Textbooks 1917-1944 

One of the books selected for analysis is Tarr’s The New Physical Geography,167 

published in 1910. According to the preface it is a complete rewrite of an earlier 

textbook undertaken in order to find a better way of presenting the subject matter to 

students. The analysis is summarised below in Table 6: 

 
Tarr, R. S. 1910 The New Physical Geography. New York: Macmillan 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

19x14cm 457p B&W plates, maps, diagrams,  47.75% 52.25% Nil. Activities at end 
of chapters 

Table 6: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The New Physical Geography. 

 
There is extensive use of illustrations but many are un-numbered photographic plates 

adjacent to relevant text. An almost equal proportion of space is devoted to text 

(47.75 per cent) and illustrations (52.25 per cent). No activities were included but at 

the end of each chapter there is a ‘topical outline’ and several review questions 

covering the essentials of the text. Suggested activities and a list of reference books 

are also given. Further, the book presents 12 appendices on map skills, laboratory 

equipment and fieldwork, most with suggested activities. 

Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects168 revised edition 

published in 1915 is part of the Oxford Geographies series edited by A. J. 

Herbertson. According to the author, Taylor, this book is an introduction to the study 

of the commercial geography of Australia. Surprisingly, however, he went on to 

write in the preface: “There has been no attempt to give an exhaustive account either 

 
167 R. S. Tarr (1910). The New Physical Geography. New York: Macmillan. 
168 G. Taylor (1915). Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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of the physiographic or of the economic aspects of Australia”. Additionally, some 

States are treated more fully than others. Nevertheless, the author did succeed in 

addressing what he viewed as “the wofully (sic) small bulk considered adequate for 

the treatment of Australia in a fairly up-to-date geography”. 

An overview of the spatial analysis undertaken is presented in Table 7 below: 

 
Taylor, G. 1915 Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects. Rev ed  

Oxford: Clarendon Press 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
19x13cm, 256p B&W maps, diags, tables 72% 28% Nil 

Table 7: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Australia in its Physiographic and Economic 
Aspects. 

 
The contents pages are well laid out in two parts relating to physiographic and 

economic geography respectively. There is a list of the 61 illustrations as well as an 

index. More than two thirds (72 per cent) of the spatial content is devoted to text, 

while just less than one third (28 per cent) consists of black and white maps and a 

table. There are no revision questions, exercises or activities at all at any point. 

According to the author, Taylor, writing in the preface, the revised edition of 

Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects169 published in 1923 was 

produced because of misprints in the previous edition requiring correction, the need 

to introduce new knowledge of economic physiography, and the need for 

modification “of certain portions” and to “greatly enlarge other portions of the 

book”. The overview analysis of it is shown below in Table 8. 

 

 
169 G. Taylor (1923). Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects. 3rd Rev ed. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press. 
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Taylor, G. 1923 Australia in its Physiographic and Economic Aspects. 3rd rev. 
ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

19x13cm, 268p B&W maps, diagrams, tables 87% 13% Nil 
Table 8: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Australia in its Physiographic and Economic 
Aspects. 3rd Rev ed. 

 
Compared to the 1915 revised edition, the proportion of text is greater (1915: 72 per 

cent; 1923: 87 per cent) and the proportion of the sample pages devoted to 

illustrations is less (1915: 28 per cent; 1923: 13 per cent). There are no activities for 

students presented anywhere in it. 

In the later edition of this textbook there is more space given to text and less 

space devoted to illustrations. This suggests that the author and publishers 

discounted the visual impact of the relative proportions. The lack of activities in each 

of the books also means that students were not assisted by them in engaging in 

learning and were not challenged to revise the information in them. 

Howarth, Herbertson and Taylor wrote The World and Australasia170 

especially for Australian and New Zealand schools. A strong deterministic 

perspective is evident throughout. Taylor was Associate Professor of Geography at 

the University of Sydney at the time of publication and wrote Part 2 just on 

Australasia. 

Table 9 below presents an overview of the analysis of the book. 

Howarth, O. J. R., Herbertson, A. J. and 
Taylor, G. 

1926 The World and Australasia. 3rd ed. London: Oxford 
University Press 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

19x13cm 423p B&W maps, photos, diagrams 58.5% 41.5% Nil. 
Table 9: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The World and Australasia. 

 
170 O. J. R. Howarth, A. J. Herbertson and G. Taylor (1926). The World and Australasia. London: 

Oxford University Press. 
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Just over half (58.5 per cent) of the pages analysed is text and 41.5 per cent is devoted 

to black and white illustrations. While the writing style is pitched to adults with little 

attempt to adapt the material to suit the age of the secondary school student, the 

inclusion of numerous illustrations breaks up the blocks of text and provides visual 

information to support content. The book does not include any student activities to 

guide revision and enable them to apply the knowledge gained. 

In the preface to another favoured text, The World: A General Geography, 

Australian Edition171 published in 1928 the reader is informed that this revised 

edition “commences a study of the regional geography of the world”. It also contains 

a specially written account of Australasian geography, stressing throughout the 

importance of environment. In preparing it “careful attention” it is pointed out, “was 

paid to the requirements of the various syllabuses in force throughout the 

Commonwealth [of Australia] and New Zealand”. 

The overview analysis undertaken is shown below in Table 10. 

Stamp, D. and Price, G. 1928 The World: A General Geography. Australian Edition. 
London: Longmans Green 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

19x13cm 708p B&W photos, maps (some 
coloured), diagrams, graphs 

60% 40% Nil but exercises 
at end of 2 Parts 

Table 10: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The World: A General Geography. Australian 
Edition. 

The proportion of text devoted to illustrations is more balanced than in other 

textbooks recommended for Leaving Certificate geography during the period under 

review. The contents page is concise and there is no Index. Three fifths of the pages 

 
171 L. D. Stamp and G. Price (1928). The World: A General Geography, Australian Edition. London: 

Longmans Green. 
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analysed are text (60 per cent) and another 40 per cent is devoted to illustrations. The 

chapter on Australasia comprises 179 pages that is about one third of the content and 

includes many black and white photographs of Australian landscapes and scenes as 

well as maps and diagrams relating to Australia. No activities are presented in the 

book but there are questions and exercises at the end of each of the two Parts. In 

addition, there is an Appendix of examination paper questions. These are likely to 

have been useful in providing guidance for students revising for examinations. That 

is likely to have made it attractive for and relevant to the Australian school student. 

In the preface to another text The Swan Geography of Western Australia172 the 

author states that: 

this little volume is intended for the use of teachers and senior students. In it 
an endeavour has been made to gather together from scattered sources the 
facts so far established concerning the geography of Western Australia, to 
relate these facts to the general body of geographical knowledge and to 
deduce something of the possibilities and requirements of the future. 

Table 11 below presents an overview of the analysis of it. 

McLintock, W. C. S. 1928 The Swan Geography of Western Australia. Perth: 
Government Printer. 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

18x12.5cm 178p B&W maps, diagrams, graphs 61.5% 38.5% Nil 
Table 11: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The Swan Geography of Western Australia. 

The book presents a concise contents page but no index. The analysis of the spatial 

content shows that about two thirds (61.5 per cent) is given over to text and 

 
172 W. C. S. McLintock (1928). The Swan Geography of Western Australia. Perth: Government 

Printer.  
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approximately one third (38.5 per cent) is devoted to illustrations. No student 

activities are presented. This is likely to have limited its usefulness. 

Another recommended text yet again is A Physical and Practical Geography 

for Secondary Schools.173 The authors state in the preface that it was written in 

response to “repeated inquiries from teachers throughout the State [New South 

Wales] for a single volume dealing in comprehensive, concise form with various 

phases of the subject covered by the syllabus [secondary school course in 

geography]”. Accordingly, it is not surprising it contains many Australian examples. 

Table 12 presents an overview of the analysis of this textbook. 

 
Bentivoglio, M. and Friederich, F. F. 1931 A Physical and Practical Geography for Secondary Schools. 

Sydney: Whitcombe and Tombs 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
19x13cm 394p B&W maps, photos, diags 66.8% 23.9% 9.3% 

Table 12: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled A Physical and Practical Geography for 
Secondary Schools. 

 
The contents page is concise and eight pages list the illustrations arranged by chapter. 

There is also a useful index. Approximately two thirds (66.8 per cent) of the pages 

analysed contain text and about one quarter (23.9 per cent) present illustrations. 

Finally, 9.3 per cent of the pages analysed contain revision questions and exercises. 

These appear at the end of each chapter. 

 
173 M. Bentivoglio and F. F. Friederich (1931). A Physical and Practical Geography for Secondary 

Schools. Sydney: Whitcombe and Tombs. 
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Regarding Junior Physiography and Geology: An Elementary Text Book for 

Western Australian Schools,174 the preface states that it was “written to meet the 

requirements in physiography (physical geography) and geology of the syllabus for 

the Junior Certificate Examination of The University of Western Australia. Because 

that syllabus demanded that students acquire ‘local knowledge’, illustrations, both 

verbal and pictorial, relate primarily to the State. Some attention is also given to 

agents and processes deemed important in the world of the arid or semi-arid climate 

of the interior of Western Australia”. 

An overview of the analysis undertaken of this book is shown in Table 13 

below. 

 
Clarke, E., Hadley, C. and 
Hosking, L.F.V. 

1932 Junior Physiography and Geology: An Elementary Text Book for 
Western Australian Schools. Perth: Carrolls 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

18x13cm 277p B&W maps, diagrams 84.75% 14.25% 1% 
Table 13: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Junior Physiography and Geology: An 
Elementary Text Book for Western Australian Schools. 

 
A comprehensive list of contents and an index is presented. Part One then deals with 

physiography that would be of most interest in a geography course. Part Two covers 

geology. 

The analysis shows that most (84.75 per cent) of the pages analysed are text 

while less than a quarter (14.25 per cent) of the spatial content is devoted to 

illustrations. Further, each chapter has a section of questions listed at the end are 

taken from previous Junior Certificate Examinations and three appendices present 

 
174 E. Clarke, C. Hadley and L. F. V. Hocking (1932). Junior Physiography and Geology: An 

Elementary Text Book for Western Australian Schools. Perth: Carrolls. 
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practical activities for students. These are most likely to have been welcomed by 

both teachers and students. 

Finally, large in format yet slim the Atlas of Western Australian Agriculture175 

written by Gentilli was recommended for consultation. It is a specialised atlas that is 

more of a textbook rather than a conventional atlas. It was an important work at the 

time with a preface written by the Western Australian State Governor and a foreword 

by the State Director of Education. It was listed as a teacher reference in both the 

Junior and Leaving Certificate syllabi up until 1945. 

A summary of the analysis of that textbook is shown below in Table 14. 

 
Gentilli, J. 1941 Atlas of Western Australian Agriculture. Crawley: UWA Textbook 

Board 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 34-43 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
31x25cm 50p B&W maps, diagrams 51% 49% Nil 

Table 14: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Atlas of Western Australian Agriculture. 

 
The proportion of text and illustrations is well balanced in the book. The layout of 

each page of text includes tables of statistics. There is also a hand-drawn map or 

maps of the State on the facing page with geometric symbols shown to represent 

distribution data. Further, the spatial content is divided almost equally between text 

(51 per cent) and illustrations (49 per cent). Finally, as one would expect in an atlas 

no activities, questions or exercises for students are detailed.  

To conclude, the usual page size of each textbook used during the sub-period 

considered in this chapter was approximately 19 x 13cm (octavo). That was the most 

 
175 J. Gentilli (1941). Atlas of Western Australian Agriculture. Crawley: UWA Textbook Board. 
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common size for books at the time. Further, the average number of pages was 334 

pages, but that varied from 50 to 708. 

The illustrations in most of the books analysed were printed in black and white. 

Additionally, approximately two-thirds (69.2 per cent) of the available space was 

given to text while the amount of available space devoted to illustrations amounted 

to about one third (29.1 per cent). Generally also, textbooks did not outline questions 

and exercises for students, although authors did start to include some by the close of 

the sub-period and usually at the end of parts of chapters or full chapters. 

Overall, the geography textbooks analysed as with those for many other 

subjects published during the sub-period 1917-1944, represented the subject as being 

primarily about an accumulation of knowledge. As with teachers, they aimed at the 

formal transmission of information to receptive but passive students. The printing 

technology of the time also meant that illustrations were limited to grainy black and 

white photographs, maps and diagrams. Further, there was no evident attempt to 

deliberately stimulate student interest and imagination. 

Finally, student desk atlases were not listed in the geography syllabi for Junior 

and Leaving Certificate courses from 1917 to 1944. That is surprising since a school 

atlas prepared for the Australian market was available from 1915.176 This was the 

Australasian School Atlas: Physical, Political, Economic and Historical by J. G. 

Bartholomew and K. R. Cramp produced by Bartholomew and Son, of Edinburgh, 

 
176 J. McDougall-Waters (2014). British school atlases, 1880–1930: Questions of relevance, 

credibility and authorship in the production of geographical knowledge. Imago Mundi. 66 (1):  
82-94. 
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Scotland and published in Australia by Oxford University Press in Melbourne.177 

Perhaps it was deemed to be too expensive for students or teachers to purchase. 

Ten years later Philips’ Junior Regional Atlas for Australian Schools was 

published in 1925.178 This post-World War One atlas was far less jingoistic than 

Bartholomews’ Australasian School Atlas and projected a general sense of 

Australian independence.179 Nevertheless, it also did not appear on the Western 

Australian geography syllabus. 

Conclusion 

This chapter was concerned with the period 1917 to 1944. It detailed changes in 

curriculum policy for the senior secondary school subject of geography in Western 

Australian government schools within the period. The construction of geography as 

a senior secondary school subject was located within the broad contexts that 

influenced curriculum change. A discussion of the developments in general 

schooling and curriculum internationally, in Australia and in the State of Western 

Australia was presented. 

Developments in the geography curriculum internationally and in Australia 

followed. The Western Australian Junior and Leaving Certificate geography syllabi 

that applied from 1917 to 1944 were then analysed. So was a selection of 

examination papers for the years 1917, 1933 and 1943. That was extended by the 

 
177 J. G. Bartholomew and K. R. Cramp (1915) Australasian School Atlas: Physical, Political, 

Economic and Historical. Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 
178 G. Philip (Ed.) (1925). Philips’ Junior Regional Atlas for Australian Schools. London: George 

Philip and Son. 
179 J. McDougall-Waters (2014). British school atlases, 1880–1930: Questions of relevance, 

credibility and authorship in the production of geographical knowledge. 
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application of Bloom’s Taxonomy of learning objectives in the cognitive domain 

and by applying the CRAS Scale of Cognitive Demands to the geography 

examination questions. 

The final section of this chapter presented an analysis of the spatial 

characteristics of selected textbooks proposed for use by students studying for the 

Leaving Certificate Geography course during the sub-period 1917 to 1944. The next 

chapter now considers that and related matters for the period from 1945 to 1957. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

1945 – 1957 
ERA OF THE NATURAL REGIONS OF THE WORLD 

 

Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with the construction of geography in Western Australian 

government schools during the period 1945-1957. First, it provides a background 

scenario by detailing broad national developments historically. Secondly, 

developments in general schooling and curriculum internationally and in Australia 

are outlined. Developments specifically in relation to the geography curriculum in 

Britain and Australia are then outlined. That is followed by an analysis of the 

construction of geography as a senior secondary school subject in Western 

Australian government schools. 

National Developments 

Following the devastations created by World War One, the Great Depression, and 

World War Two the next era was one of optimism.1 Australian trade in particular 

benefitted from a revival in world trade and investment and from a sharing in new 

technologies. Related post-War planning actually commenced during the War.2 The 

vision constructed was extended with the adoption of a sympathetic interest in 

 
1 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

p. 200. 
2 A. Spaull (1982). Australian Education in the Second World War. St Lucia, Qld: University of 

Queensland Press. 
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education.3 Further, notwithstanding anticipation of a post-War economic slump, 

boom conditions continued. However, the legacies of the 1930s depression meant 

that there was a shortage of materials. Additionally, an aversion to external debt and 

rationing continued. 

With the cessation of hostilities in 1945 the wartime political consensus faded 

and “the omnipresent hand of public regulation became irksome”.4 In December 

1949 the Chifley Labor government was replaced by a Menzies-led conservative 

coalition government5 that remained in office throughout the 1950s.6 It appealed to 

salaried and self-employed Australians who did not identify with company boards 

nor show tribal loyalty to unions and manual workers. It also was anti-socialist. On 

this it lifted restrictions on foreign investment, encouraged private enterprise and 

permitted wage growth.7 

Soon cold war and anti-communist views came to influence Australia’s foreign 

policy. A framework for strategic and defence cooperation with New Zealand and 

the United States was established through the ANZUS Treaty in 1951.8 That 

diplomatic agreement was facilitated by Australia’s minor involvement in the 

Korean War from 1950 to 1953.9 Then in 1954 it became a member of the South 

 
3 S. J. Butlin and C. B.  Schedvin (1977). War Economy 1942-1945. Canberra: Australian War 

Memorial. 
4 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 205. 
5 Coalition of the Liberal Party of Australia and the Country Party. 
6 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 205. 
7 Ibid. 
8 ANZUS Treaty established in 1951 between Australia, New Zealand and USA for military 

cooperation. See: D. McLean (1990) ANZUS Origins: A Reassessment. Australian Historical 
Studies. 24 (94): 64–82. 

9 A. Lowe (2013). Economics and Sociology. London: Routledge. 
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East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) designed to assist States in the region to 

resist communist advances.10 That development also brought Australia to view its 

relations with the region in terms of defence rather than fostering a sense of shared 

regional membership.11 Even the Colombo Plan introduced in 1950 as a co-operative 

economic development plan for South East Asian Commonwealth countries was 

conceived mainly as a containment strategy.12 

The post-War government went on to sustain the momentum achieved, backed 

by a determined pursuance of full employment nationally.13 On that, Bowden noted 

that the manufacturing workforce in 1954 “accounted for 28 per cent of all jobs (a 

peak that was never surpassed)”.14 Relatedly, State sponsored economic 

development sharply increased, the munitions industry reverted to domestic 

manufacture protected behind tariff walls, and broad public works’ schemes ensured 

full employment. Agriculture was also modernised with horsepower being replaced 

by machines. 

 
10 C. M. Turnbull (Ed.) (1992) Regionalism and nationalism. In N. Tarling The Cambridge History 

of Southeast Asia: Volume 2. The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992, pp. 585-646. 

11 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era, 1950-1966. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.) The 
Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Sydney: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013, pp. 112-134. 

12 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era, 1950-1966; S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
13 M. Keating (2015). The evolution of Australian macroeconomic strategy since World War 2. In S. 

Ville and G. Withers (Eds.). The Cambridge Economic History of Australia. Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015, pp. 438-462. 

14 B. Bowden (2011). The rise and decline of Australian unionism: A history of industrial labour 
from the 1820s to 2010. Labour History. (100): 51-82, p. 66. 
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Technical schools and universities provided skills training for ex-

servicemen.15 Social development included new housing construction and a dramatic 

increase in immigration.16 An ambitious plan to build 300,000 new houses, however, 

was thwarted by an acute lack of qualified labour and a shortage of building 

materials.17 

The Menzies government continued to promote an exceptionally large 

immigration program especially from ‘displaced persons’ in Europe that called for 

public investment in infrastructure. Soon private investment and foreign capital 

inflows buoyed by tariff-protected manufacturing and domestic industry expanded 

rapidly.18 Primary producers especially of wool also prospered. Additionally, against 

a background of shifts in global power and the unwinding of existing preferential 

trade agreements with Britain, the Australian conservative government in 1957 

launched a trade treaty with Japan, resulting in the growth of Australian exports of 

coal, iron ore and mineral resources. That growth climbed steadily such that Japan 

became Australia's largest trading partner a decade later.19 Mechanisation also 

released blue-collar workers to the office-bound workforce and the services sector 

grew. 

The steadily growing economy and full employment of the 1950s increased 

home ownership and supplied an expanding range of affordable consumer goods. 

 
15 K. Darian-Smith (2013). World War 2 and Post-War Reconstruction, 1939-49. In A. Bashford and 

S. Macintyre (Eds.) (2013). The Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of 
Australia. Sydney: Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 88-111. 

16 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
17 K. Darian-Smith (2013). World War 2 and Post-War Reconstruction, 1939-49. 
18 M. Keating (2015). The evolution of Australian macroeconomic strategy since World War 2. 
19 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era, 1950-1966. 
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Equitable access to housing promoted family and social stability and a lifestyle that 

was characterised as “the Australian way of life” or the “Australian Dream”.20 

Further, as European migrants assimilated to a greater or lesser degree they 

established their families in the inner city suburbs vacated by existing residents who 

had moved to new houses in new suburbs. Migrant men also transformed the 

manufacturing workforce in car and white goods’ factories while migrant women 

found work in the clothing, footwear and textiles industries.21 

Developments in Schooling and Curriculum 
Internationally and in Australia 

During the post-World War Two years, selective secondary school education 

systems in many countries were replaced with ones based on the comprehensive 

school idea. The Scandinavian countries and Japan began the process immediately 

after the War. Israel and many countries in Europe followed. New Zealand and 

Canada also continued with education reforms they had started before the War, while 

in Eastern Europe the common school model of the Soviet Union was introduced.22 

According to Campbell and Sherington, the comprehensive school seemed to 

be the “wave of the future”.23 On that, the United States of America (USA) that 

pioneered the model described it as “a neighbourhood school that enrols everyone 

regardless of academic merit or aptitude”.24 It also identified adolescence as a 

 
20 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era, 1950-1966, p. 124. 
21 Ibid. 
22 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: A Brief History. www.educationengland.org.uk/history 
23 C. Campbell and G. Sherington (2006). The Comprehensive Public High School: Historical 

Perspectives. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 67. 
24 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 

p. 188. 
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development phase in the individual and a need for a new type of public schooling 

to cater for that cohort. Comprehensive (‘omnibus’, ‘cosmopolitan’) public high 

schools developed from about 1918 onwards, were open to all adolescents in a given 

area and aimed to provide a variety of courses suited to a wide range of interests and 

abilities.25 

The developments noted above were ignored in Britain, although the 

Education Act of 194426 in England and Wales effectively created an entire 

education system under a Ministry of Education and a nationwide system of free, 

compulsory schooling from age five to 15 years.27 Concurrently, a ‘tripartite system’ 

of government-funded secondary schools developed: grammar schools, secondary 

technical schools and secondary modern schools. Students were ‘streamed’ into 

these schools after receiving their results in the Eleven-Plus examination with the 

majority attending secondary modern schools.28 

The next decade witnessed an immense growth in involvement in education 

internationally, particularly at secondary and tertiary education levels.29 Relatedly, 

the economics of education became a high priority area of study.30 Emerging during 

 
25 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales. Education Research and Perspectives. 34 (1): 136-178. 
26 An Act to reform the law relating to education in England and Wales. Royal Assent on 3 August 

1944 
27 D. Gillard (2011). Education in England: A Brief History. 
28 K. Jones (2003). Education in Britain: 1944 to the Present. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
29 United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Population Division (2003). 

Population, Education and Development: The Concise Report. New York: United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs. 

30 W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education, 1960-1985. Hawthorn, Vic.: Australian 
Council for Educational Research. 
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the decade associated human capital theories linked industrialisation, progress and 

schooling.31 

In Australia also, as in other countries during World War Two and in the 

immediate post war years, considerable public interest in education emerged. A 

‘progressive’ school campaign that had developed in the Depression years32 re-

emerged between 1943 and 1945 and became part of a larger movement of planning 

for post-War social and economic reconstruction.33 Demand grew for providing 

universally accessible government secondary schools and a broadening of the 

curriculum to cater for all students.34 

Enrolments in State post-primary schools also increased dramatically, 

influenced not just by the post-War rising birth rate and immigration but also by the 

prosperity of the period. Students also sought credentials to assist in obtaining future 

employment in the expanding commercial and industrial sectors.35 Subsequently, 

secondary school systems were reorganised. On that, Hyams and Bessant noted in 

relation to the State of Victoria that of the students enrolled in the first year of 

 
31 B. Down (2000). State secondary education for all.  Education Research and Perspectives. 27 (1): 

57-80. 
32 For more on this see: D. Kass (2019). Clarice Irwin’s visions for education in Australia in the 1920s 

and 1930s: “what might be”. History of Education Review. 48 (2): 198-213. 
33 A. Spaull (1982). Australian Education in the Second World War. 
34 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive government high school. Dictionary of Educational History 

in Australia and New Zealand (DEHANZ), 22 February. Available: http://dehanz.net.au; C. 
Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. 

35 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 
State Education in Australia. Camberwell, Vic.: Longman. 
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secondary school in 1948, 40.73 per cent remained for a third year and by 1956 that 

had risen to 75.76 per cent.36 

Soon State education departments began to reappraise the secondary school 

curriculum, reorganise post primary education, construct new schools and provide 

more teachers. For example, in Victoria during the period 1949-1955, 27 new post-

primary schools were opened and 19 higher elementary schools were converted into 

high schools.37 Nevertheless, as Barcan38 noted the curriculum of post-primary State 

schools in the early 1950s still closely resembled that devised at the beginning of the 

century. At the same time, the great enrolment of students in post-primary schools 

challenged State systems.39 Curriculum reforms previously advocated in the 1920s 

and 1930s were now reconsidered. Associated attempts were made to design courses 

that comprised a common core of general subjects for students up to the age of 

sixteen and would prepare them for a career.40 

Supporters now began to view schools as a powerful social instrument by which 

both education and social objectives could be realised.41 Experimental comprehensive 

schools were established in Tasmania from 1956 and were deemed successful in that 

they increased student retention.42 In Western Australia from the early 1950s, 

 
36 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. 
37 Ibid., p. 173. 
38 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: a view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales.  
39 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia. 
40 Ibid. 
41 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: a view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales.  
42 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive government high school.  
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government committees of inquiry also recommended that the existing government high 

schools be reorganised as comprehensive high schools. 

The most publicised review of secondary school education in Australia was 

that of a New South Wales committee chaired by that State’s director-general of 

education H. S. Wyndham. Its members deliberated from 1953 and reported in 

1957.43 The resultant Wyndham scheme44 echoed the Western Australian model 

already being implemented.45 It was based on the committee’s recommendation that 

upon completion of their primary schooling all students should proceed to a post-

primary school without having to sit a qualifying examination, that secondary school 

education be extended from five years to six years, that a comprehensive course for 

the first four years of secondary schooling consist of general education comprising 

English, social studies, science, mathematics, music, art, craft, physical and health 

education, plus elective subjects, and that a further two year course offer a 

preparation for university matriculation.46 

Developments in Schooling and Curriculum 
in Western Australia 

As already observed in Chapter Three, the main effects of the Second World War on 

schools in Western Australia were to extend the shortages and inadequacies of the 

1930s. In the immediate post-War years these deficiencies continued.47 During the 

 
43 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. 
44 H. S. Wyndham (Chairman) (1957). Report of the Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary 

Education in New South Wales. (Wyndham Report). Sydney: Government of New South Wales. 
45 Campbell, C. (2014). Comprehensive government high school. 
46 B. K. Hyams and B. Bessant (1972). Schools for the People? An Introduction to the History of 

State Education in Australia; W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education, 1960-1985. 
47 Western Australia. Education Department Annual Reports, 1945 to 1950. East Perth, W.A.: 

Education Department. 
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War, the State Director of Education, Murray Little, developed a scheme previously 

floated by him in the 1930s to reform and expand secondary school education in 

which future State secondary schools would be coeducational multilateral high 

schools. The impetus now for establishing such a school was also the rising 

secondary school student population.48 A particular proposal was that the Junior 

Certificate course would be abolished and be replaced with a core curriculum 

complemented by a wide selection of optional subjects for the lower school 

secondary years. 

Little’s director of schools, Dr T. L. Robertson, was in total agreement with 

that proposal, having previously campaigned for secondary school education reform 

based on what he saw in his travels and observations as a Carnegie Fellow and during 

his doctoral research at the University of London in the late 1930s. In 1945 he was 

appointed by Little to prepare a plan for the implementation of his multilateral high 

school scheme.49 Two years later the reorganisation of secondary school education 

was announced.50 Central schools now became known as ‘three-year high schools’ 

with staffing, equipment, buildings, grounds and financing of a comparable standard 

with the ‘five-year high schools’. Additionally, the larger combined 

primary/secondary schools were reclassified as ‘junior high schools’. These 

developments came at “the midpoint of an education reform movement unlike 

 
48 In 1946 the population of Years 8, 9 and 10 students in Western Australian government schools 

numbered 9,364 and of those 7,316 were in post-primary classes in primary schools. Of the latter 
group, 5,564 attended the 10 Perth metropolitan central schools. Western Australia. Education 
Department Annual Report, 1947. East Perth W.A.: Education Department. 

49 K. Tully (2002). State secondary education in Western Australia 1912-1972. Education Research 
and Perspectives. 29 (2): 1-141. pp. 60-68. 

50 Education Department File 962-37, T. L. Robertson, (1947). A General Outline of Proposals for 
the Amalgamation of Post Primary and Secondary Education, p. l.  
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anything before it in Western Australia”.51 Relatedly, a superintendent of secondary 

school education was created in 1948 to supervise the secondary school service 

comprising the five-year high schools, the three-year high schools, the agricultural 

schools and the secondary classes in the junior high schools.52 

Consideration was also given to modifying the secondary school curriculum 

by introducing an accredited certificate for students deemed to be non-academic. The 

‘High School Third Year Certificate’, later termed the ‘Third Year High School 

Certificate’, but usually referred to as the ‘High School Certificate’, was 

subsequently introduced, in 1951, and continued to be available until 1970.53 The 

associated course comprised English, practical mathematics, social studies, and 

general science, as well as optional social and vocational subjects.54 

The High School Certificate was never well regarded as an alternative 

qualification to the Junior Certificate. Indeed, it was only accepted by employers for 

unskilled positions and apprenticeships. Nevertheless, it was a step towards 

providing a comprehensive secondary school education. 

By the 1950s also, Western Australia, as with the other States, enjoyed 

prosperous economic conditions and an improved standard of living. The nation’s 

immigration program stimulated its economy with migrants adding to a high birth 
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rate and producing a marked increase in the school population55 that forced the State 

government to eventually expand provision of schooling, and particularly secondary 

schooling. 

In 1951 the newly appointed director of education, Dr T. L. Robertson, also 

introduced changes to the administrative structure of the Department of Education 

in the form of an enlarged centralised, hierarchical organisation.56 The branches of 

primary, secondary and technical education were renamed ‘divisions’ and were 

joined by a new division of teacher training. Each had its own superintendent.57 

The divisions were supported by ‘branches’ entitled ‘research, recruitment and 

personnel’, ‘commonwealth activities’, ‘visual education’, ‘curriculum research’, 

‘guidance and handicapped children’, ‘youth and physical education’, ‘home 

science’, and ‘manual training’. Each branch was managed by a specialist 

superintendent supported by teams of advisory teachers. The role of district 

inspectors was also changed and they were recast as ‘district superintendents’, this 

nomenclature further indicating American influences.58 

Changes in the classification of all schools and changes in nomenclature for 

teaching positions were also announced.59 Robertson further instituted arrangements 

 
55  Mossenson estimated the annual increase in government schools as being 5,000 and noted the 

State’s school population over the ten-year period from 1950 to 1960 rose from 68,327 to 119,931. 
D. Mossenson (1972) State education in Western Australia, 1829-1960. Nedlands, W.A.: 
University of Western Australia Press, p. 154. 

56 M. A. White and Curtin University of Technology. Library and Information Service (1999). 
Thomas Logan Robertson, 1901-1969: A Biographical Study. Bentley, W.A.: Library and 
Information Service, Curtin University of Technology. 

57  K. Tully (2002). State secondary education in Western Australia 1912-1972. 
58  Ibid. 
59 Western Australia. Education Department (1953). Education Circular. Perth, W.A.: Education 

Department of Western Australia, 55 (8). 
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over the next few years that led to an increase in the number of trainee teachers and 

improvement in their preparation. These developments, and the introduction of 

higher salaries, led to a rapid increase in the number of teachers employed by the 

Department of Education. Consequently, permanent and prefabricated classrooms 

were erected to relieve the overcrowding of the previous decades.60 

The increase in the student population due to the post-War birth bulge flowing 

through to the secondary school year classes, the awareness of the value of secondary 

school education, improved retention rates, changing employment patterns and the 

effect of chronological promotion of students, all combined to rapidly increase the 

number of secondary school students. A classroom accommodation shortfall was 

predicted to reach crisis point in 1954 and it was also realised that more schools were 

required in the Perth metropolitan area as families with young children settled in new 

suburbs. In the meantime, new high schools were established in the larger country 

towns and junior high schools (primary and lower secondary) were established in 

smaller country towns.61 

At that time there was a view that schools would be obliged to adapt to the 

changing nature and needs of adolescent students. The superintendent of secondary 

education, Victor Box, who chaired a Department of Education committee to 

consider the reorganisation of secondary school education in the State (the ‘Box 

Committee’ 1952-1954) expressed a view on that: 

He (sic) is becoming more individualistic in pattern than in his earlier years, 
more independent in thought. He commences to question authority, to seek 

 
60 Mossenson (1972) State education in Western Australia, 1829-1960.  
61 Ibid. 
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reasons for what he sees around him, to distinguish between what he 
considers is right and what is wrong. In short he is no longer willing to accept 
the judgment of others - of his parents, his teachers and of others in authority 
in his expanding world, but at the same time he becomes increasingly 
sensitive to the ideas and pattern of his fellow teenagers.62 

The report was submitted in 1954 and reiterated the earlier proposals of Little and 

Robertson that existing three and five year high schools should be replaced by four-

year comprehensive schools that would be coeducational and community-based, 

would enrol students from feeder primary schools in the neighbourhood, and would 

automatically receive students at the end of the year in which they turned 12 years 

of age. The report’s recommendation that two-year ‘junior colleges’ enabling 

university matriculation also be established, however, was not accepted mainly for 

financial reasons. A recommendation that a Board of Secondary Schools Studies be 

formed was also postponed. 

In 1954 Robertson declared his strong commitment to the comprehensive high 

school, stating: 

Amongst educationists throughout the world there is a growing conviction 
that a High School should embrace all students in its area so that the school 
population should approximate as nearly as possible to the normal 
community. It is considered wrong socially to segregate one type of student 
from his total age group. Such a comprehensive school involves the provision 
of various courses to suit the needs and abilities of the individual student but 
it provides a richer social environment in which he may develop amongst all 
types of people.63 

Soon three and five-year high schools began to be constructed throughout the Perth 

metropolitan area, thereby addressing the great lack of secondary school education 

 
62 Education Department File 1342-52, Victor Box, Secondary Education, 13/5/1954 (‘Box Report’). 
63 Western Australia. Western Australia. Education Department Annual Report, 1954. East Perth 

W.A.: Education Department, p. 14. 
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provision in the metropolitan region that had been ignored by Western Australian 

governments for half a century. 

In 1955 the superintendent of curriculum, Dr Walter Neal, revised the 

recommendation of the Box committee regarding the existing three years of lower 

secondary schooling and two years of upper secondary schooling in three and five-

year schools, the latter with a minimum enrolment of 1,000 students.64 Then in an 

effort to complete the emergence of comprehensive, coeducational community high 

schools, Robertson, with Neal as his executive officer, chaired the Secondary 

Schools Curriculum Committee that met in 1957 and 1958. It made 

recommendations on core and elective subjects, variable student progress, 

cumulative assessment, and course units that would be introduced a number of years 

later.65 Then in December 1958 the government officially announced that the future 

of secondary school education would be based on the ‘coeducational, community, 

comprehensive’ high school.66 

Developments in the Geography Curriculum 
 

The aftermath of World War Two generated worldwide interest in education to foster 

international understanding.67 On that, the potential role of geography in secondary 
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school curricula for developing knowledge of other countries was promoted.68 As a 

result, changes to the construction of geography syllabi were recommended in 

various countries. These included views that themes selected should be based on the 

advice of psychologists that the interests of students at various phases of 

development and that topics should be sequenced so that students would progress 

from the known to the unknown, from the concrete to the abstract, and from the near 

to the distant. 

The argument that a regional studies approach to teaching the subject, 

focussing on the development of geography concepts and generalisations, was also 

strong. The skills of observation and description, it was argued, should be developed 

in the local area and through comparison with the wider region, home country 

regions and international regions.69 That approach to world geography was adopted 

in many countries with varied emphases placed on regions closest to the home 

country. 

In Britain, geography became a prime topic of interest and concern as wartime 

events were reported. Indeed, a great many British geographers contributed their 

knowledge and skills to the allied war effort.70 In secondary schools, the subject was 

also making progress towards achieving high status in that some students continued 
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on to study it at university and then returned to schools as geography teachers. 

Indeed, it started to thrive in the senior years of grammar schools but less so in 

independent schools. Further, it lacked sufficient attraction for high achieving 

students, with those who took it up at university seen as doing so only because of its 

outdoor appeal and because of a view that it required less intellectual effort than 

established disciplines.71 

Returning to the Australian scene; as mentioned in the previous chapter, 

geography in the nation’s schools in the 1940s and 1950s was seldom taught by 

geographers who had a basic education in the human and physical branches of the 

discipline. Consequently, the material offered in class was often markedly utilitarian 

and associated with environmental determinism and economic geography. In 

response, in 1946 Maze argued the case for geography to be taught “authoritatively” 

in Australian universities and for the subject in schools to be raised to a “proper 

standard”.72 He further observed that without the establishment of university 

departments of geography, the content and approach to the subject would be defined 

by a geologist or historian with teachers of geography only in a support role. That 

was exactly what had already happened in relation to the early syllabus in geography 

for Western Australian secondary schools, with the professor of geology at The 

University of Western Australia setting the 1917 Junior and Leaving geography 
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syllabus and overseeing the examination as there was no professor of geography in 

the University until 1964. 

In 1952 Greenwood stated that in the previous three years there had been a 

“substantial advance in the status of geography in several Australian universities”.73 

Two new departments of geography had been formed and new appointments had 

been made at a senior level at four universities, one of which was the Australian 

National University, founded in 1946.74 Greenwood also noted that an outcome was 

more complete and balanced geography courses in most universities where 

previously only economic geography was presented; short courses in economic 

geography had been the only geography education available prior to 1950 for 

undergraduate students “in three of the eight Australian universities”.75 One of these 

universities was The University of Western Australia where Italian immigrant Dr 

Joseph Gentilli introduced a course in economic geography in 1941 while he was a 

member of the Department of Economics.76 77 
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Two Australian universities provided a two-year course in economic 

geography and a one-year course in physical geography. Only three of them offered 

a full three-year course with students progressing from systematic aspects of 

geography to regional geography.78 Nevertheless, in 1946 Maze concluded that 

through agricultural geography, which was taught at The University of Melbourne 

and at The University of Western Australia, more geography education was being 

taught in Australian universities than appeared to be the case.79 

Study in the substantive knowledge of geography necessary for preparation to 

teach the subject in secondary schools was non-existent at The University of Western 

Australia up until the early 1940s when Dr Gentilli commenced teaching a full unit 

in the subject. It is a matter for conjecture as to how many of the students enrolled 

in the subject had the intention of going on to be teachers. Geography, however, was 

included from 1952 in courses at Claremont Teachers’ College leading to the 

teachers’ certificate for primary school teachers, some of whom may also have later 

transferred to teach it in secondary schools.80 

In 1940 a subject termed ‘geography and method’ was introduced for student 

teachers studying at the University as part of their professional preparation for 
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teaching secondary school geography.81 In the schools during the period 1945 to 

1957 they then had to focus on teaching systematic and regional geography, 

including the world pattern of regions. Inter-relationships between the natural and 

cultural environments and the resulting human activity were also taught. 

The Western Australian Geography Syllabus from 1945 to 1957 

The Western Australian geography syllabus for 1945 was published in the Manual 

of Public Examinations Board for 1945.82 The five-year course was presented in two 

main parts. The first part, ‘Junior geography’, was to be taught with the public 

examination to be taken at the completion of the first three years of secondary 

education namely, the Junior Certificate, in view. The ‘Leaving geography’ course 

was examined at the completion of a further two years for the award of the Leaving 

Certificate. The latter examination also examined students’ knowledge prescribed in 

the Junior Certificate geography syllabus. 

The Public Examinations Board of The University of Western Australia 

conducted the Leaving Certificate examinations. These aimed to assess students’ 

suitability for entrance to the University’s degree courses. Results in the Junior and 

Leaving Certificate examinations were also used by government departments and 

commercial and professional organisations for selection purposes.83 
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As was the case with the previous syllabus, the 1945 syllabus for geography 

was designed to guide teachers in the teaching of the subject and as a curriculum for 

secondary schools.84 No accompanying teaching and learning materials, however, 

were detailed. Further, the indications are that the emphasis in schools was on the 

acquisition of geographical knowledge that would be required to answer examination 

questions. In curriculum theory terms, the syllabus was intended to promote 

‘academic rationalism’ by enhancing the student’s intellectual abilities and 

encouraging the acquisition of cognitive behaviours in relation to the geography 

subject, albeit at relatively low levels in both cases.85 

Objectives were not expressed in the 1945 Leaving Certificate geography 

syllabus, being normal practice during the era internationally. The preface to the 

1944 Manual of Public Examinations Board in which the new 1945 syllabus was 

first announced, did contain the following statement on the examinations overall: 

The object of the examinations [both Junior and Leaving Certificate] is to set 
up standards of general education which may be reasonably expected from 
school children of about the ages of 15 and 17 respectively. The intention is 
that these examinations will act as a guide to the secondary schools, to parents 
and to the general public. … One object of the examination is to secure a 
certain minimum of good general education.86 

It concluded by stating that “another object of the examinations is to provide a 

sufficient range of subjects for a candidate to demonstrate whether his (sic) special 

aptitude inclines to the study of the humanities or of science or to the practice of art, 
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commerce or industry”.87 This suggests a rational approach to curriculum 

development reflecting the ideas of Tyler in the USA in the late 1940s on clarifying 

the purposes of education.88 

Specifically regarding the Leaving Certificate Examination in geography, it 

was also made clear that students were expected to be able to apply principles learnt 

in the Junior course regarding the “climatic and other controls of Man’s activities” 

to the study of countries other than Australia and its neighbours.89 Further, they were 

expected to have “a more detailed knowledge of the geography of Australia and 

particularly of Western Australia as well as of the general physiography than that 

gained in the Junior course”.90 These can be deemed to have been objectives also, 

with the emphasis in the first of them on what students should be able to do, 

anticipating even if unwittingly, student outcome statements, rather stating 

objectives in the older tradition of emphasising what students should know. 

Furthermore, notwithstanding the scant detail in the section labelled ‘principles 

of physical geography’, the 1945 Leaving Certificate geography syllabus was far 

more prescriptive in that area than it had been in previous years. It was also distinctly 

oriented towards regional geography, the major content area detailed in the syllabus. 

That was divided into seven subsections: natural regions of the world; agricultural, 

pastoral and forest products of four regions; fisheries; distribution of minerals and 
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power resources; world distribution of industries and industrial centres; geographic 

influences on world trade; and world distribution of population. The ‘natural regions 

of the world’ were, in turn, divided into three main regions that were further 

subdivided into four sub-regions, with between two to seven specific sub-regions in 

each. 

The sequencing of topics in the ‘regional geography’ section was logical and 

systematic. There was also a section on ‘practical geography’. That included 

cartography, graphs, expressions of topography, fieldwork, shadow stick uses and 

various geographical measuring devices. 

The following is the Leaving Certificate geography syllabus for 1945 as 

presented in the Manual of Public Examinations Board for 1944:91 

1 The Principles of Physical Geography as set out in the suggested 
textbooks.  
 
2. Regional Geography 
A. The Natural Regions of the World (treatment as in Stamp’s Commercial 
Geography). It is suggested that the subject might be dealt with as follows - 
(1) Natural Regions of Low Latitudes 
(a) The Equatorial Regions 

(i) The Amazon basin 
(ii) Ecuador 
(iii) The Congo basin 
(iv) The Masai savanna and Mombasa coastal belt of East Africa 
(v) Malaya and the Malaya Archipelago including New Guinea 

(b) Tropical Regions (non-monsoon) 
(i) Central Africa including Madagascar but excluding the 

Congo Basin and Masai savanna 
 (ii) The Brazilian highlands 

(iii) Northern part of South America, Central America and West 
Indies 

(c) Tropical Regions (monsoon) 
 

91 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 
held by The University of Western Australia for 1944, pp. 99-102. 
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 (i) India, Burma, Thailand and South China, the Philippines 
 (ii) Northern Australia 
(d) Hot Deserts 
 (i) Northern Mexico and south west desert of USA 
 (ii) Northern Chile and Western Peru 
 (iii) Kalahari 
 (iv) Sahara 
 (v) Deserts of Arabia 
 (vi) Southern Iran and the monsoon desert of Thar 
 (vii) Central Australia 
(2) Natural Regions of Middle Latitudes 
(a) West Coast Regions 
 (i) The Mediterranean marginal lands excluding Egypt 
 (ii) California 
 (iii) Central Chile 
 (iv) South west of Cape Colony 

(v) South west of WA and the coastal strip of South Australia and 
western Victoria 

(b) East Coast Regions 
 (i) North eastern and Gulf States of USA 
 (ii) South eastern Brazil 
 (iii) Natal 
 (iv) Eastern Australia 
 (v) Northern China, Korea and Japan excluding Hokkaido 
(c) Grasslands Regions 
 (i) Prairies of North America 
 (ii) Pampas of South America 
 (iii) Veldt of South Africa 
 (iv) The ‘Downs’ of Eastern Australia 
 (v) Steppes of Russia and Mongolia 
(d) Temperate Desert Regions 
 (i) High plateau type – Tibet and northern Iran 
 (ii) Low plateau type – Gobi 
 (iii) North west desert of USA 
(3) Natural Regions of High Latitudes 
(a) West Coast Regions 
 (i) British Columbia 
 (ii) South Chile 

(iii) North western Europe – the great plain of Europe including 
the Alps; the British Isles and south of the Scandinavian 
Peninsula 

 (iv) Tasmania and New Zealand 
(b) East Coast Regions 

(i) The Maritime provinces of Canada and the St Lawrence 
Valley; Newfoundland 

 (ii) Manchuria and the Lower Amur basin 
 (iii) The coastal margin of Argentina 
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(c) Cold Coniferous Forest Regions 
 (i) Northern Canada and Alaska 
 (ii) Northern Europe and northern Asia 
(d) Tundra and Ice Cap Regions 
 (i) Arctic Canada and margins of Labrador and Alaska 
 (ii) Greenland 
 (iii) Central Scandinavian Highlands 
 (iv) Arctic Europe and Asia 
 (v) Antarctica 
B. Agricultural, pastoral and forest products of (1) hot lands, (2) warm 
temperate regions, (3) cool temperate regions, (4) cold lands. 
 
C. Fisheries. 
 
D. World distribution of minerals and power resources. 
 
E. World distribution of industries and industrial centres. 
 
F. Geographic factors which influence phases of world trade such as world 
transport, trade routes, canals, railways (especially transcontinental) and air 
routes. 
 
G. Distribution of population over the world and factors which have 
determined the positions of chief centres of population. 
 
NOTE: In dealing with regional geography, attention should continually be 
directed to: 

(a) The partial dependence of Man on physical environment as 
illustrated by the dependence of social and cultural characteristics 
on the natural features of an area (e.g. nomads in deserts, dense 
population along river valleys, etc.). 

(b) The modification of natural environment by Man, e.g. irrigation, 
introduction of pests, improvement of unfavourable conditions 
(Sudan, Palestine and Sind) intensification of favourable 
conditions (Nile and Tennessee valleys) destruction of favourable 
conditions (the dust bowl of USA, pineapple flats of Hawaii). 
It is of interest to notice that, on the one hand, the same natural 
regional type has been developed in different manners by 
different peoples (compare and contrast the east coast areas of 
USA and China; the Pampas and the Veldt) and that, on the other 
hand, dissimilar natural regions have been altered into similar 
regions (examples are North Western Europe, North Eastern USA 
and the St Lawrence Valley). 

(c) The social and political conditions and economic relationships of 
the principal countries of the world. 
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3. Practical Geography 
 A. Cartography 
  (a) Map projections. 
  (b) Scales (very simple treatment). 

(c) Copying and simple methods of enlarging and reducing 
maps by method of squares. 
(d) Approximate measurement of distances and areas on 
maps. 
(e) Production maps: the dot method; the spherical method; 
the column method. Where conditions are favourable, 
teachers might with advantage include a local economic 
survey. 

  B. Graphs and their application. 
   

C. Expression of topography – contour and simple visibility 
problems. In this part of the subject the use of relief models and block 
diagrams will be extremely helpful. 
 
D. Field work – compass traverses, plane table surveys, measurement 
of heights and construction of form-line maps. 
 
E. The shadow-stick and its uses. 
 
F. Principles of the construction and of the use of the wet and dry bulb 
thermometer or of the hygrometer, mercury barometer, barograph, 
rain gauge and anemometer. 

In addition to the detail outlined in the three sections above, elements of 

environmental determinism are evident in the ‘note’ attached to the ‘regional 

geography’ section namely, (a) “The partial dependence of Man on physical 

environment …” and (b) “The modification of natural environment by Man”. That 

indicated a recognition of the dependence of people on the environment and that they 

also modify the natural environment, with either positive or negative consequences. 

It is again recognised in the ‘note’ attached to the ‘regional geography’ section 

shown above, namely, (c) “The social and political and economic relationships of 

the principal countries of the world”. 
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Overall, an academic rationalist orientation was also evident in a number of 

sections that made up the Leaving Certificate syllabus as indicated above and 

particularly in relation to the section on practical geography. This, it will be recalled, 

refers to the function of a syllabus being to enhance the student’s intellectual abilities 

in the subject.92 Additionally, a cognitive processes orientation was evident. By this 

is meant a view that the curriculum should be concerned with providing students 

with the necessary skills to assist them in learning how to learn as well as with giving 

them opportunities to employ and enhance their intellectual faculties.93 In particular, 

the emphasis in that regard was on the development of students’ skills in relation to 

all sections of the course and especially in observation, data collection and recording. 

Achievement in relation to these skills was to be recorded by students in special 

notebooks and the entries were to be certified by their teacher. In addition, students 

were expected to write field notes, conduct compass surveys of school grounds, and 

examine maps, diagrams and models of landforms. 

All of the activities outlined above can also be seen to have indicated an 

emphasis on promoting students’ self actualisation through the curriculum. This 

notion refers to providing them with intrinsically rewarding experiences to enhance 

their personal development.94 Specifically in relation to geography skills, the view 

is generally one that activities should be provided for students because of their 

 
92 T. Barone (2010). Academic rationalism. In C. Kridel (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Curriculum Studies. 

New York: Sage, pp. 2–3. 
93 V. J. Janesick (2003). Curriculum Trends: A Reference Handbook. Santa Barbara, Calif: ABC-

CLIO. 
94 Ibid. 
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potential to provide them with intrinsically rewarding experiences to enhance their 

personal development.95 

At the same time, specific advice on teaching methods was not provided in the 

syllabus. A ‘note’ attached to the ‘regional geography’ section detailed above, did 

however state that “dealing with regional geography, attention should continually be 

directed” to the aspects of human geography listed in the ‘note’ shown above. Given 

that advice and given that the content of the syllabus was presented explicitly, it is 

likely that a didactic teaching approach was assumed, by most with the teacher being 

the authority figure. 

Several textbooks were recommended for students in the syllabi of Junior 

Certificate and Leaving Certificate geography. The Junior Certificate syllabus 

outlined the following textbooks: 

E. Clarke and C. Hadley Junior Physiography. 
C. Hadley Post Primary Geography of the World with Reference to 
Australia. 
I. Symons World Geography. Gillingham 

The recommended textbooks in the Leaving Certificate syllabus were: 
“Those suggested for Junior geography and -”:96 
M. Bentivoglio and F. F. Friederich A Physical and Practical Geography. 
L. Dudley Stamp Commercial Geography. 
Bartholomew The Comparative Atlas. 
E. Clarke and C. Hadley Junior Physiography. 
C. Hadley Post Primary Geography of the World with Reference to 
Australia. 

 
95 V. J. Janesick (2003). Curriculum Trends: A Reference Handbook. 
96 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1945, p. 112. 
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No outline was presented of the content in each of them. Neither was there any 

outline of how parts of each textbook may have been related to specific parts of the 

syllabus. 

There was also an extensive list of books recommended for teachers for study 

and as references that could be consulted. These were: 

Junior Geography: 
L. Dudley Stamp and A. Grenfell Price The World: A General Geography. 
H. C. Barnard Outlines of Physical Geography. 
Phillips Physical Basis of Geography. 
W. C. McLintock The Swan Geography of Western Australia. 
J. Gentilli Atlas of Western Australian Agriculture. 
J. Gentilli Australian Climates and Resources. 
A. R. Peterkin Industries of Western Australia. 

 
Leaving Geography: 

T Griffith Taylor Australia: Physiographic and Economic. 
E. D. Laborde The World. 
L. Dudley Stamp Introduction to Economic Geography. 
G. Jobberns Regional Geography of the World. 
Whittaker’s Almanack (latest edition) 
Articles in the Geographical Magazine and illustrations in the National 
Geographic Magazine may be very helpful. 

Finally, no details of assessment methods were outlined in the syllabus. 

Analysis of geography examination papers 
for the period 1945 to 1957 

A detailed analysis conducted of the examination papers that were used is now 

presented. By way of opening on this, it needs to be considered that all Leaving 

Certificate geography examination papers for the period 1945-1957 were of three-

hours duration. On each, six questions out of twelve were to be attempted. 

The examination papers were divided into Part A (physical and practical 

geography) and Part B (regional, political and commercial geography). It is unclear 
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what the marks were for parts, A and B. The only year they were printed on the 

examination papers, namely, 1953, the mark allocated to each question was 16. 

Further, unlike the situation prior to 1945 no questions were compulsory. Candidates 

were, however, still required to illustrate answers with diagrams and were also 

instructed in the examination paper to show ‘neatness, clearness and good writing’. 

The 1945 Leaving Certificate geography syllabus did not list countries for 

special study, unlike the case between 1917 and 1944. Nevertheless, since candidates 

sitting the Leaving Certificate examination were expected to display Junior 

Certificate knowledge, that meant they “should be able to indicate approximately, 

on a map of the World, the areas occupied by the principal countries of the World 

and should know the names of their capitals”.97 Additionally, since the regional 

approach to Leaving Certificate geography still covered many countries, a question 

related to the ‘tropical monsoon region’ was included on the 1948 paper. It stated: 

1948 Q1: Discuss the effect of physiography on the climate and population 
distribution of Malaya and the East Indies. Make a contrasting comparison 
between Singapore and Bandoeng (or Bandung) in the highlands of West 
Java. 

The latter question did not relate to any of the countries listed in the Leaving 

Certificate geography syllabus, which were India, Burma, Thailand, South China, 

the Philippines and also Northern Australia. Thus a gap existed at least on that 

between the prescribed syllabus and what was actually examined, thereby 

disadvantaging uninformed students. 

 

 
97 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1945, p. 107. 
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Applying Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives 

As for the examination papers for the previous period, Bloom’s taxonomy of 

education objectives in the cognitive domain98 was used to analyse Leaving 

Certificate geography examination questions in papers set in 1945 and 1957. Table 

15 below presents the overall results: 

 
Year Knowledge Comprehension Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
1945 19 6 3 0 0 0 
1957 13 1 6 3 0 0 

TOTALS 32 7 9 3 0 0 
Table 15: Summary of Frequency of Bloom’s Levels 1945 and 1957 Examination Papers. 

This table shows that the papers were dominated by questions of the knowledge and 

comprehension type that required rote learning and memorisation of specific 

information. By contrast very few questions were set to test higher order learning 

such that students could have framed their answers in detail and demonstrate their 

understanding of a topic. This, of course, is hardly surprising in an era when 

classroom teaching across school subjects called more for ‘knowing’ rather than 

‘thinking’.99 

Levels of cognitive demands 

The scale of cognitive demands developed by Edwards and Dall’Alba outlined in 

Chapter 3 again informed thinking aimed at analysing this aspect of questioning for 

 
98 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956). Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook 1: Cognitive 
Domain. New York: David McKay Company. 

99 R. F. Butts (1955). Assumptions Underlying Australian Education. Melbourne: Australian Council 
for Educational Research. 
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the period under consideration in this chapter.100 Relatedly, Hughes’, et al. adoption 

and modification of it to construct their CRAS Scale (Complexity, Resources, 

Abstractness and Strategy) was also again applied to assess the cognitive demands 

of geography examination papers, in 1945 and 1957.101 

The result overall of the analysis is shown in Table 16 below: 

 
Year Structure Complexity Resources Abstractness Strategy 
1945 

12 questions 
to choose 
from 

Structured = 3 
Semi Structured = 7 
Unstructured = 2 

Low = 3 
Medium = 4 
High = 5 

Low = 9 
Medium = 3 
High = 0 

Low = 2 
Medium = 5 
High = 5 

Low = 1 
Medium = 6 
High = 5 

1957 
13 questions 
to choose 
from 

Structured = 0 
Semi Structured = 6 
Unstructured = 7 

Low = 0 
Medium = 6 
High = 7 

Low = 6 
Medium = 7 
High = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 4 
High = 9 

Low = 3 
Medium = 7 
High = 3 

Table 16: Summary of Levels of Structure and Demand in the 1945 and 1957 Examination Papers. 

A slight majority of questions showing a high demand in the ‘complexity’ dimension 

were posed in these examination papers. On the 1957 paper, for example, a question 

of high complexity was: 

1957 Q9: Discuss the influence of geographical position and of physical and 
climatic factors on the economic and political development of Japan. 
 

This demanded a discussion of the influences of certain factors and the evolution of 

economic and social phenomena. 

 
100 J. Edwards and G. Dall’Alba (1981). Development of a scale of cognitive demand for analysis of 

printed secondary science materials. Research in Science Education. ll: 158-170. 
101 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions. British Education Research Association (BERA), Queen’s 
University Belfast. 
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All questions analysed in relation to the ‘resources’ dimension were rated low 

or medium because the only resource provided was a blank map of the world. An 

example of this from the 1945 examination paper was: 

1945 Q8: Describe the utilization of water power in three countries, 
discussing the reasons which have led to this utilization and the chief 
industries which have benefited by it. 
 

Here candidates were expected to have memorised relevant information to answer 

the question successfully because the relevant resources to which students could 

have referred were not provided. 

In contrast, on the ‘abstractness’ dimension, namely, that which refers to the 

extent to which the student is required to deal with ideas rather than concrete objects 

or phenomena, most questions in the 1957 paper were rated medium to high 

compared to those on the paper at the beginning of the period. For example, a 

question rated low in the 1945 examination paper was:  

1945 Q2: What are soils? How have they been formed? Why do they vary in 
character from place to place? Of what significance are such variations to 
Man? 
 

Candidates answering that question had to address a physical substance rather than 

ideas. By contrast, the following question on the 1957 paper is relatively high on the 

abstractness scale: 

1957 Q11: Discuss the advantages to be gained from the customs union of 
France, Italy, Western Germany and the Benelux countries in the light of the 
ability of each country to produce goods which one or more of the other 
countries in the union badly needs.  
 

Not only would the location have been beyond a student’s personal knowledge and 

experience, but a customs union was still only at the concept stage at the time. 
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Regarding the ‘strategy’ aspect of the examination papers, questions requiring 

candidates to devise their own answering strategy were rated as medium to high. For 

the 1945 paper more questions were high (five) and medium (six) on the scale 

compared to the 1957 paper with three questions rated as high and seven questions 

rated as medium. Overall, then, the majority of the questions in both years were 

medium in type. A question illustrating the situation in 1957 was: 

1957 Q12: Discuss the peopling and economic development of the semi-arid 
portion of North America from central Canada to northern Mexico. 

 
That challenged candidates to focus on aspects of population and economic 

development only of the semi arid regions of two countries and to disregard other 

aspects. 

Question structuring 

The findings of the Pollitt, et al. study, introduced in Chapter Three, on the effect of 

question structure on the demands made of candidates sitting examination papers, 

again informed analysis of the types of question structuring in the 1945 and 1957 

Leaving Certificate geography examination papers.102 The analysis indicated that 

structured and semi-structured questions were favoured in 1945, whereas in 1957 no 

questions were structured, with most being semi-structured or unstructured. In fact, 

many more unstructured questions were presented in the 1957 paper (7) compared 

to the 1945 paper (2). An example of an unstructured question in the 1957 paper was: 

1957 Q5: Describe the physical and climatic characteristics of the Great 
Lakes region of North America. 

 
102 A. Pollitt, S. Hughes, A. Ahmed, H. Fisher-Hock and T. Bramley (1998). The Effects of Structure 

on the Demands in GCSE and A Level Questions: Report to Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority. University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. 
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This suggests that by 1957 the examination setting process was more sophisticated 

than it was in 1945, with examiners now using unstructured questions to give 

candidates flexibility in deciding what information to provide, thereby 

demonstrating acquired knowledge and one’s notion of what the length of a short 

essay should be. The preference for unstructured examination questions also 

reflected advances in theories of learning internationally and a movement away from 

rote learning and memorisation. 

The 1952 examination paper was the last to include a somewhat complicated 

map-making question of the type posed during the period. It was as shown below: 

1952 Q6: Construct a contoured map sheet on a square of 4-inch sides where 
the corners are marked A, B, C, D starting at the bottom left hand corner and 
lettering clockwise. Contours intersect AB and AD as follows (measured in 
inches and tenths from A): 25ft  (0.5), 50ft (0.7), 75ft (0.9), 100ft (1.2), 125ft 
(1.9), 150ft (2.7), 175ft (3.3), 200ft (3.9). No contours cut BC or CD. The 
diagonal AC is intersected by contours at the following distances from A: 
25ft (0.9), 50ft (1.3), 75ft (1.7), 100ft (1.8), 125ft (2.9,) 150ft (3.9), 175ft (4.7), 
200ft (5.5). Draw a cross-section BD. What physiographic features are 
depicted? 

 
This question style clearly had the potential to confuse candidates. Further, it is 

possible for that reason it was discontinued in subsequent years. 

The 1955 examination paper demonstrated experiment by the examiners with 

a more open physical layout of each question. That perhaps was undertaken on the 

grounds that it was likely to appear not very daunting to candidates deemed of ‘lower 

ability’. In particular, instead of a single paragraph containing multiple sub-questions 

and demands being provided, as was the case in past examination papers, the sub-

questions were separated. The following example illustrates this: 
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1955 Q1: Why are temperatures so much lower on clear winter nights than 
when the sky is overcast? 

What is cloud? List and describe the chief kinds of clouds. 

What is fog? 

How is dew formed? 

This question contains four main demands or tasks, thus providing structure for 

answering. Furthermore, the open layout clearly shows these demands. 

To recap, this approach likely reflects concern at the time for catering for 

candidates deemed to be of ‘lower ability’ now enrolling in secondary schools. Some 

of these did not intend continuing to university studies. That issue was to become 

more prominent in the next decade as a result of increased retention rates in 

secondary schools. 

Spatial characteristics of selected geography textbooks detailed 
in the syllabus for the period 1945 to 1957 

The spatial characteristics of geography textbooks recommended in the Leaving 

Certificate geography syllabus from 1945 to 1957 were analysed to compare the 

amount of space given on each page to text, to illustrative material and to activity 

material. One major text used and analysed that had a comprehensive outline of 

content and a detailed index was Junior Physiography: An Elementary Text Book for 

Western Australian Schools,103 authored by two Western Australian educationists 

Edward de C Clarke and Charles Hadley. 

 
103 E. de Clarke and C. Hadley (1932). Junior Physiography: An Elementary Text Book for Western 

Australian Schools. Perth: Carrolls. 
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Table 17 below presents an overview of the results of the analysis of this 

textbook: 

 
Clarke, E. de C. and Hadley, C 1932 Junior Physiography: An Elementary Text Book for Western 

Australian Schools. Perth: Carrolls 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp.20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
18x13cm 277p B&W maps, diagrams 84.75% 14.25% 1% 

Table 17: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Junior Physiography: An Elementary Text 
Book for Western Australian Schools. 

 
It is clear that text is the main spatial characteristic of the book, occupying 84.75 per 

cent of it. Very little space (14.25 per cent) is devoted to illustrations. However, 

exercises are included at the end of each chapter and appendices covering 26 pages 

presents numerous practical activities for students to attempt and for teachers to use 

for discussion in the classroom. 

Another widely used book by teachers was entitled A Commercial 

Geography.104 The author, Dudley Stamp, stated in a ‘note’ in the 1944 edition that 

“statements refer to conditions as they were before the outbreak of war in 1939.” 

That he said, was because it was not “possible to record the kaleidoscopic changes 

of a world at war”. 

The spatial content of the book is shown in Table 18 below: 

 
Stamp, L. D. 1944 A Commercial Geography. London: Longmans 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

21x15cm 459p B&W maps, graphs, tables 80% 20% Nil 
Table 18: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled A Commercial Geography. 

 
104 L. D. Stamp (1944). A Commercial Geography. London: Longmans. 
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The contents page is concise and only lists the title of each chapter. Comprised of 

459 pages the book is dense with text (80 per cent). All illustrations are in black and 

white and no activities are outlined. 

At the end of the book 10 pages are devoted to 159 examination questions. 

According to a note accompanying the list of questions these were “taken from 

papers set in the last few years in the Institute of Bankers Commercial Geography, 

Part 1 and similar professional examinations”. It is likely that addressing these 

questions was useful as revision activity for students. 

Analysis of the atlas used during the period 1945 to 1958 

Since maps are a distinctive tool of the geographer, they and atlases have been used 

very often as basic documents in geography teaching. At the same time they present 

students with greater learning difficulty than is often realised.105 The traditional 

notion of an atlas is defined simply as a “book of maps or charts”.106 In later years it 

became defined as “a systematic and coherent collection of geographical data in 

analogue or digital form”.107 Further, an atlas is more than just a collection of maps. 

A ‘desk atlas’ or ‘school atlas’ can, for example, be used to educate students in atlas 

map-work skills while also being used for other purposes.108 On that, Graves 

observed that “training [school students] in the use of an atlas map is something 

 
105 P. Bailey (1974). Teaching Geography. Newton Abbot: David and Charles. 
106 H. W. Fowler and J. B. Sykes (Eds.) (1976). The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English. 

6th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 59. 
107 O. Koop (1993). Tools for the electronic production of atlases. In Seminar on Electronic Atlases, 

Visegrád, Hungary, April-1993. Budapest: International Cartographic Association, Cartographic 
Institute of Eötvös Loránd University, 1993. pp. 129-137, p. 129. 

108 H. A. Sandford (1978). Taking a fresh look at atlases. Teaching Geography. 4 (2): 62-65. 
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which needs to be reinforced … to get pupils studying macro- rather than micro-

patterns”.109 

Historically, students have found an atlas to be useful not only in the classroom 

but also at home as a work of reference.110 On that, Sandford observed that students 

use symbols in an atlas to “locate places, follow routes, observe patterns, make 

comparisons and achieve overviews”, whereas teachers see an atlas “primarily as a 

gazetteer”.111 It is possible that it was also the practice in secondary schools in 

Western Australia for the period reported on here. 

Analysing school atlases has not been a preoccupation of many geographers or 

cartographers.112 Nevertheless, in 1953 the Geographical Association in the UK 

published a detailed statement of the “essentials of a good secondary school atlas” 

for use by students aged 11 to 16 years.113 In summary, it identified nine criteria in 

that regard: size and binding, index, symbols, place names, colours, projections, 

world maps, other maps, and local maps. 

In Britain during the 1970s and 1980s Herbert Sandford conducted several 

investigations analysing school atlases on various aspects including design and 

presentation, psychological aspects and spatial content. He analysed “more than 800 

 
109 N. J. Graves (1975). Geography in Education.  London: Heinemann Education, pp. 161-162. 
110 P. Wiegand (2006). Learning and Teaching with Maps.  London: Routledge. 
111 H. A. Sandford (1985) The future of the school pupils' desk atlas. Cartographic Journal. 22 (1): 

3-10, p. 5. 
112 J. P. Stoltman and R. Freye (1988). School atlases in the United States: An analysis of 

characteristics. In R. Gerber and J. Lidstone (Eds.) Developing Skills in Geographical Education. 
Brisbane: International Geographical Union Commission on Geographical Education with 
Jacaranda Press, 1988, pp. 350-352. 

113 Standing Committee of the Geographical Association (1953). The essentials of a good secondary 
school atlas. Geography. 38: 33-35. 
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school atlases in over eighty countries and in greater than thirty languages”.114 He 

also detailed criteria that could be used by teachers when selecting an atlas for 

classroom use in the UK and elsewhere. These he formulated into prototype ‘general 

student atlas analysis models’.115 

In 1983 Sandford published a scheme for analysing atlas content and atlas map 

design that advocated surveying a range of features by spatial content, some 

according to the number of pages but mostly by percentage coverage.116 In 1984 he 

expanded on these features to form a new list of criteria as a guide for the selection 

of a school atlas.117 In summary, Sandford’s scheme as published in 1983 and 1984 

addressed eight criteria: size and scale, map frames and grids, conventional maps, 

environmental maps, generalisation, accuracy, place names and geographical names, 

and quantification of maps. Stoltman and Freye then modified it to have five criteria: 

format of school atlases, guidance, areal content, tabular information, and general 

information.118 

 
114 H. A. Sandford (1984). A new analysis and classification of school atlases. International Yearbook 

of Cartography. 24: 173–195, p. 173. 
115 H. A. Sandford (1970). A Study of the Concepts Involved in the Reading and Interpretation of 

Atlases by Secondary School Children. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of London; H. A. 
Sandford (1978). Taking a fresh look at atlases; H. A. Sandford (1981). Objective analysis of 
school atlases. In R. Gerber, P. Wilson, J. Fien, Kelvin Grove College of Advanced Education and 
Australian Geographical Education Research Association (AGERA) (1981). Research in 
Geographical Education: A Collection of Papers Presented to the Inaugral Meeting of the 
Australian Geographical Education Research Association at Kelvin Grove College of Advanced 
Education. Brisbane, Australia, December 5-7 1980. Brisbane: Kelvin Grove College of 
Advanced Education for AGERA, pp. 234-245; H. A. Sandford (1983). Criteria for selecting a 
school atlas. Teaching Geography. 8 (3): 107-108; H. A. Sandford (1984). A comparative 
description and analysis of current South African pupils’ desk atlases. South African Journal of 
Photogrammery, Remote Sensing and Cartography. 14 (1): 19-36; H. A. Sandford (1985). The 
future of the school pupils' desk atlas. Cartographic Journal. 22 (1): 3–10. 

116 H. A. Sandford (1983). Criteria for selecting a school atlas. 
117 Ibid.; H. A. Sandford (1984b) A new analysis and classification of school atlases. 
118 J. P. Stoltman and R. Freye (1988). School atlases in the United States: An analysis of 

characteristics. 
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In attempting to assess the suitability of an atlas for Australian secondary 

schools, Milne, also developed a system derived mainly from the Geographical 

Association’s list, briefly described above, adopting the following criteria: symbols, 

projections, colours, place names, selection of maps, index, size and binding, and 

price.119 The present author adopted some of the criteria suggested in this and the 

other systems noted above to develop a model for analysing the school atlases 

recommended in the Leaving Certificate geography syllabus for Western Australian 

secondary schools between 1945 and 1957. In particular, he drew on Sandford’s 

1983 and 1984 models of spatial content analysis because of its similarity to the 

system adopted for the analysis of geography textbooks in this study. It is as follows: 

 
Title/Publication details Year Size/Pages/Binding 

Spatial content percentage value 
Australia Australian  

States 
World Continents 

& Regions 
Countries Guidance Non 

Cartographic 
Tabular General 

Info 
All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All 
types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

Explanations 
of the 
content 
including 
projections 
and skills of 
reading 
maps in the 
atlases 
including 
self-paced or 
teacher-
directed 
learning 
activities.  

Photos, 
diagrams, 
artist 
impressions 

Geographic 
data such as 
tables of 
land area, 
population, 
GNP/GDP, 
literacy 
rates, 
languages, 
religions 

Index, 
glossary, 
gazetteer, 
legends 
 

% % % % % % % % % 
Table 19: Format for the Analysis of Spatial Content of Atlases. 

The first time an atlas was listed in the secondary school geography syllabus 

in Western Australia was in the 1945 Leaving Certificate syllabus. This was 

 
119 A. Milne (1971). Atlases for Australian secondary schools. Geographic Education. 1 (2):  

296-300. 
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Bartholomew’s The Comparative Atlas of Physical and Political Geography,120 

published in London. It continued to be recommended for the course up to 1957. 

Table 20 below presents an overview of the analysis of this atlas: 

Bartholomew, J. The Comparative Atlas of Physical and Political 
Geography. 40th ed. London: Meiklejohn & Son 

1953 28x22cm 32p 
Hardcover  

Spatial content percentage value 
Australia Australia  

States 
World Continents 

& Regions 
Countries Guidance Non 

Cartographic 
Tabular General 

Info 
All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All 
types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

Explanations 
of the 
content 
including 
projections 
and skills of 
reading 
maps 
including 
self-paced or 
teacher-
directed 
learning 
activities.  

Photos, 
diagrams, 
artist 
impressions,  

Geographic 
data such 
as tables of 
land area, 
population, 
GNP/GDP, 
literacy 
rates, 
languages, 
religions 

Contents, 
index, 
glossary, 
gazetteer, 
legends 
 

1.7% 0.8% 15.3% 22.9% 27.1% 1.7% 0% 0% 30.5% 
Table 20: Analysis Summary of the Atlas Entitled The Comparative Atlas of Physical and Political 
Geography. 

The atlas has very little coverage of Australia – just 5 per cent of the spatial content, 

and this includes maps of Australasia. By contrast, 10 per cent of the maps are 

devoted to the British Isles, 15.3 per cent to the world and 22.9 per cent to continents 

and regions. These observations prompt one to recall the matter referred to 

previously in relation to textbooks, namely, the considerable bias towards British 

interests, with few references to Australia added. Further, there is no non-

cartographic material or tabular material apart from one page displaying flags of the 

nations of the world in 1953. 

Conclusion 

This chapter was concerned with the period 1945 to 1957. Changes in curriculum 

policy for the senior secondary school subject of geography in Western Australian 

 
120 J. G. Bartholomew (1953). The Comparative Atlas of Physical and Political Geography. 40th ed. 

London: Meiklejohn. 
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government schools within this period were explored. The construction of geography 

as a senior secondary school subject was located within the broad contexts that 

influenced curriculum change. A discussion of the developments in general 

schooling and curriculum internationally, in Australia and in the State of Western 

Australia followed. Developments in the geography curriculum in Britain, America 

and in Australia were then described. The Western Australian Leaving Certificate 

geography syllabus that applied from 1945 to 1957 was then analysed. The next 

chapter examines the period from 1958 to 1974 and adopts a similar format to this 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

1958 – 1974 
ERA OF THE SYSTEMATIC STUDY OF THE CONTINENTS 

 

Introduction 

The main focus of this chapter is on the construction of geography as a senior 

secondary school subject in Western Australian government schools during the 

period from 1958 to 1974. Following the pattern in the previous chapters first, the 

broad historical context of national developments is outlined. Secondly, 

developments in general schooling and curriculum internationally, in Australia, and 

in the State of Western Australia are discussed. Thirdly, developments in relation to 

the geography curriculum in Britain, America and Australia are described. Finally, 

a detailed analysis of the Western Australian Leaving Certificate geography syllabus 

is presented. 

National Developments 

The Menzies political era1 (1950-1966) in Australia, named after Prime Minister 

Robert Menzies, is often characterised as having been ‘conservative’. At the same 

time, it was one of sustained economic progress, rapid technological advances and 

the commencement of sweeping social change.2 The high level of economic 

 
1 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era, 1950-1966. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre The Cambridge 

History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia.  Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013, pp. 112-134. 

2 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge University Press. 
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prosperity helped to maintain high employment into the 1960s. By now, the 

occupation structure was changing, with managers and professionals making up a 

sixth of the workforce by 1961 and clerical workers and tradesmen each representing 

another sixth.3 An annual growth rate of over 4 per cent produced full employment 

and a pattern of sustained economic improvement resulting in Australia becoming a 

“small, rich, industrialised country”.4 

Menzies dominated the Federal parliament until he retired and was replaced 

by Harold Holt in 1966. The Holt government increased the country’s commitment 

to the war in Vietnam.5 The Australian government’s decision to participate in the 

conflict was in part because of its membership of the ANZUS Agreement and as part 

of a collective Western strategy to halt Communist southward expansion to our near 

north. It was also a price willingly paid for assurances of America’s intervention in 

the event of an Indonesian attack on Australia.6 Further, the ‘White Australia policy’7 

was dismantled with the Migration Act, 1966 that increased non-European migrants 

to Australia.8 In December 1967 John Gorton was elected Liberal Party leader and 

 
3 L. Broom and F. L. Jones (1976). Opportunity and Attainment in Australia. Canberra: ANU Press. 
4 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 208. 
5 P. Ham (2007). Vietnam: The Australian War. Sydney: Harper Collins. 
6 “While fear of communist expansion was of concern, it was not only or mainly its manifestation in 

Indochina that occasioned consternation in Canberra. Rather, the growth and influence of the 
Indonesian Communist Party (PIG) and its influence on an ailing President Sukarno in Jakarta were 
the goads to an Australian policy that looked for a reemphasized American capacity to intervene on 
our behalf against an Indonesian attack, together with the willingness to do so. The Vietnam 
commitment was the price Australia paid to secure that counter commitment from Washington, or 
so it thought.”  J. Doyle, J. Grey and P. Pierce (2002). Australia's Vietnam War. (Vol. 77). College 
Station, Texas: Texas A&M University Press. p. xvi. 

7 The term ‘white Australia policy’ was widely used to encapsulate a set of historical policies that 
aimed to disallow people of non-European ethnic origin, particularly Asian and Pacific Islander, 
from migrating to Australia from 1901. 

8 An Act to amend the Migration Act 1958-1964. The Act allowed non-Europeans with professional 
and academic qualifications to apply for entry. This effectively ended the White Australia policy 
that was officially abandoned in 1973. 
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replaced Holt as Prime Minister.9 Hostility towards the war in Vietnam and 

conscription now led to a winding down of Australia’s involvement. 

In 1972 the Australian Labor Party with Gough Whitlam as Prime Minister 

came to power. Impatient to wait for the final election results, he and his deputy were 

sworn in as a two-man Federal government and “made an avalanche of decisions 

over the next fortnight”.10 Opposing the ambitious and wide-ranging reform agenda 

were a hostile Senate, an unsettled bureaucracy, the cumbersome decision-making 

process of a large Cabinet, and an uncertain economic outlook.11 Soon, however, 

there were benefits in education, which was viewed as a way of promoting equality 

and opportunity in society. A needs-based formula for funding both government and 

non-government schools was adopted and in the two years to mid 1975 

Commonwealth funds allocated for schools trebled.12 The government also assumed 

responsibility for university funding, for expanding funding for the sector, and for 

abolishing tuition fees. A commitment to vocational education also brought into 

being Australia’s Technical and Further Education System (TAFE). 

The short-lived Whitlam government’s reform program was astounding. 

Government doubled public expenditure from its inception until it fell at the end of 

1975 but it ignored economic constraints. The favourable conditions that Australia 

had been enjoying in the international economy began to change with movements in 

 
9 T. R. Frame (2005). The Life and Death of Harold Holt. Crows Nest, NSW: Allen and Unwin. 
10 P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.) The Cambridge 

History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013, pp. 135-161, p. 145.   

11 P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. 
12 Ibid. 
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global power. Britain, negotiating entry to the European Economic Community, 

abandoned preferential trade relations with Australia. In response, Australia moved 

to engage in increased external trade with Asian countries, particularly China.13 An 

increase in economic competition, however, saw a steady decline in the nation’s 

terms of trade, while the government found it increasingly difficult to manage the 

rising expectations of consumers and industry personnel. 

By the early 1970s Australia’s economic outlook was deteriorating. The 

inflationary effects of the October 1973 oil crisis had sent a shock wave across the 

world economy that fractured the networks of trade and investment. The nation was 

unable to escape the impact, with a wage-price spiral occurring alongside slowing 

economic activity and with rising unemployment leading to ‘stagflation’.14 By now, 

however, Australian women were very prominent in the workforce; between 1947 

and 1961 the number of married women in paid work increased fourfold.15 Social 

life was transformed and mainland cities spread rapidly beyond their earlier limits. 

A new suburban home on a large block of land became realisable for many.16 Car 

ownership also increased. Further, by 1966, 40 per cent of the population was under 

21 years of age.17 

The national mood by now was one of “a society in transition … the old 

patterns of living and thinking and acting have been broken up and the new ones are 

 
13 J. Brett (2013). The Menzies Era 1950-66. 
14 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia; P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. 
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still evolving”.18 The category of ‘teenager’ came to prominence, characterised by a 

distinctive culture, values, fashion, attitudes and music. Consumer industries 

nurtured the adolescent image and juvenile delinquency caused moral panic in a 

largely conservative society.19 Expanding education opportunities also reinforced 

generational difference and restlessness. Remaining at secondary school was now 

‘normal’ and university enrolments had grown several-fold since the end of World 

War Two. 

Developments in General Schooling and Curriculum 
Internationally and in Australia 

 
Throughout the world between 1950 and 1970 an “extremely rapid expansion” of 

national education systems occurred.20 This “massification of secondary 

education”21 was “without precedent in human history”.22 Meyer, Ramirez and 

Soysal noted also that following World War Two it was accompanied by the spread 

of Western systems of democratic government.23 Indeed, back in 1977 Meyer, 

Rubinson, Ramirez and Boli-Bennett argued that the modern world was made up 

 
18 C. McGregor (1966). Profile of Australia. London: Hodder and Stoughton. 
19 K. Moore (2004). Bodgies, Widgies and Moral Panic in Australia 1955-1959. Paper presented to 

the Social Change in the 21st Century Conference. Centre for Social Change Research, Queensland 
University of Technology, 29 October 2004; S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 

20 J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez, R. Rubinson and J. Boli-Bennett (1977). The world educational 
revolution, 1950-1970. Sociology of Education. 50 (4): 242-258, p. 242. 

21 D. H. Kamens, J. W. Meyer and A. Benavot (1996). Worldwide patterns in academic secondary 
education curricula. Comparative Education Review. 40 (2): 116-138, p. 116. 

22 P. H. Coombs (1968). The World Educational Crisis: A Systems Analysis. New York: Oxford 
University Press, p. 3. 

23 J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez and Y. N. Soysal (1992). World expansion of mass education, 1870-
1980. Sociology of Education. 65 (2): 128-149. 
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almost entirely of a network of independent nation-states whose number had 

increased rapidly from 65 in 1940 to 142 in 1970.24 

The intensification of the nation-state model led to an increase in the 

importance of mass education.25 Governments now promoted education because of 

its assumed importance to the achievement of national goals. Concurrently, 

individuals demanded education because of its assumed importance to personal 

mobility.26 

In many countries after World War Two the democratisation of secondary 

school education increased access to schooling. That in turn led to a remarkable rise 

in enrolments at the secondary school level as secondary schooling replaced primary 

schooling as the terminal phase of education for many students.27 Meyer, Rubinson, 

Ramirez and Boli-Bennett analysed data that showed extraordinary change in the 20-

year period from 1950 to 1970 in which the ratio of secondary school enrolments 

more than doubled in the rich industrialised countries and more than tripled in the 

poor nations.28 In the USA, secondary schools assumed the role of ‘mass transfer 

institutions’ to colleges and universities.29 European countries responded in different 

ways to the increasing number of students with a wider range of attributes. Some 

 
24 J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez, R. Rubinson and J. Boli-Bennett (1977). The world educational 

revolution, 1950-1970.  
25 J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez and Y. N. Soysal (1992). World expansion of mass education, 1870-

1980. 
26 J. H. Ralph and R. Rubinson (1980). Immigration and the expansion of schooling in the United 

States, 1890-1970. American Sociological Review. 45 (6): 943-954. 
27 S. G. Brint (2016). Schools and Societies. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press. 
28 J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez, R. Rubinson and J. Boli-Bennett (1977). The world educational 

revolution, 1950-1970. 
29 S. G. Brint (2016). Schools and Societies. 
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countries established new vocational schools while others introduced a lower tier of 

vocational studies to existing academically oriented schools.30 

In Australia the global growth in secondary school and tertiary level education 

in the post-War years was also reflected. Furthermore, throughout the 1960s 

education generally experienced tremendous growth. Musgrave identified three 

closely related influences.31 The first was a combination of the massive rise in 

enrolments caused by a rise in the minimum school leaving age, increased birth rate, 

increased migration and buoyant economic conditions that encouraged parents to 

keep their children at school. On that, during the 1940s each State had legislated to 

raise the minimum school leaving age to 15 years but actual implementation was 

postponed in most of them until the 1960s, by which time it was often irrelevant as 

many students were remaining at school of their own volition.32 

The result of raising the school leaving age, together with the tendency for 

adolescents to stay on longer at school was “a staggering rise” in the number of 

adolescents staying at secondary school beyond the age at which they could leave.33 

Between 1958 and 1968 the percentage of adolescent age groups in Australia still 

attending school rose as follows: 15 year olds from 40 per cent to 78 per cent, 16 

year olds from 22 per cent to 48 per cent and 17 year olds from 8 per cent to 25 per 

cent.34 Further, by the late 1950s secondary schooling had started to become a mass 

 
30 S. G. Brint (2016). Schools and Societies, p. 110. 
31 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia. George Allen and Unwin 

Australia. 
32 Ibid. 
33 P. W. Musgrave (1979). Society and the Curriculum in Australia, p. 87. 
34 R. T. Fitzgerald (1970). The Secondary School at Sixes and Sevens. Hawthorne: Australian Council 

for Educational Research, p. 16. 
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experience in Australia in much the same way that primary schooling had been half 

a century earlier.35 

The second influence on the tremendous growth in education in Australia 

identified by Musgrave was that the nature of secondary school students was 

different from previously because not all came from homes where education was 

highly valued. Others came from migrant families for whom English was often a 

second language. Relatedly, the inability of so-called ‘new Australians’ to speak, 

write and understand English satisfactorily created problems for schools 

unaccustomed to teaching them. ‘Regular’ teaching of other students was also 

disrupted and schools received little additional support.36 

The third influence identified by Musgrave was that the booming economy 

encouraged many teachers to find work in business and industry rather than in 

education. That added to a shortage of teachers. This was at a time when the stage 

was set for a substantial development in the provision of secondary school education 

in the nation.37 

Soon governments were forced to provide more secondary schools and rethink 

the school structure to manage mass secondary school education. Differentiated post-

primary schools were gradually giving way to comprehensive high schools. By the 

late 1950s the States of Western Australia and Tasmania were at the forefront of this 

 
35 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. Sydney: Allen and Unwin. 
36 J. I. Martin and H. F. Wilcock (Eds.) (1976) The Education of Migrant Children in Australia. 

Australian Immigration Monograph series – Number 3. Canberra: Department of Demography, 
Institute of Advanced Studies, Australian National University. 

37 W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education, 1960-1985. Hawthorn, Vic: Australian 
Council for Educational Research. 
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movement.38 The new neighbourhood secondary schools were multilateral, offering 

academic, technical, and commercial courses. They also promoted the democratic 

ideal of equality of opportunity and overcame the barrier of public examinations 

taken at age 11 or 12 years that determined education pathways. Considerations of 

economies of scale also meant that large comprehensive secondary schools required 

less capital expenditure than many smaller specialised schools. Further, it was 

deemed that they would assist in the assimilation of the diverse migrant population.39 

Some resistance to the comprehensive secondary schools was mounted across 

the nation’s States. Opposition came in particular from entrenched supporters of 

academically selective schools. It also came from Catholic schools faced with 

accommodation and staffing problems, and from universities concerned about a 

potential decline in academic standards.40 

Tasmania began experimenting with multilateral schools in the 1950s and in 

1963 all Tasmanian State secondary schools were converted to comprehensive 

schools.41 In New South Wales the Wyndham Report of 195742 recommended that 

the existing junior technical and selective academic secondary schools be 

 
38 W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education, 1960-1985 
39 C. Campbell and H. Proctor (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. 
40 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive Government High School. Dictionary of Educational History 

in Australia and New Zealand (DEHANZ), 22 February. Available: http://dehanz.net.au 
41 Ibid. 
42 NSW. Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary Education in New South Wales (1957). Report 

of the Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary Education in New South Wales. (Wyndham 
Report) Sydney: Government of New South Wales. 
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reorganised as comprehensives. Opposition however, delayed implementation for 

several years and some academically selective State schools were retained.43 

South Australia developed differentiated schools in the 1920s and these 

continued into the 1970s when all high schools and technical schools were converted 

to being comprehensives and coeducational.44 While they were not officially 

introduced until 1975 there had already been a widening of the curriculum in the 

different types of existing high schools from the late 1960s. Thus, they already had 

some of the features that were to follow in the comprehensive high school.45 

In Queensland there was less enthusiasm than elsewhere for universal 

secondary school education. Here differentiated State high schools offered academic, 

industrial, commercial, home science, agricultural, and special courses. At the same 

time a rapid increase in population following World War Two pushed the State 

government to reform secondary school education. Then, in 1970, the Radford 

Report’s46 recommendation led to the introduction of comprehensive secondary 

school education.47 

Victoria did not experience the same level of comprehensive school 

reorganisation in the 1960s and 1970s as witnessed in other States. Rather, it retained 

 
43 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive Government High School. 
44 Ibid. 
45 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 

South Wales. Education Research and Perspectives. 34 (1): 136. 
46 Queensland Committee Appointed to Review the System of Public Examinations for Queensland 

Secondary School Students and to make Recommendations for the Assessment of Students’ 
Achievements and W. C. Radford (1970). Public Examinations for Queensland Secondary School 
Students: Report. (Radford Report). Brisbane: Department of Education of Queensland. 

47 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive Government High School. 
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its dual system of technical and secondary schools that was widely supported. It was 

not until the Blackburn Report48 of 1985 based on an investigation of post 

compulsory education was published that this system was challenged.49 That report 

recommended that all government secondary schools be coeducational and 

comprehensive. 

Developments in Schooling and Curriculum 
in Western Australia 

In December 1958 the Western Australian government announced that State secondary 

schools would be co-educational, comprehensive and community-based.50 That policy 

was drawn up in response to a post-War increase in secondary school enrolments and a 

critical shortage of accommodation for secondary school students in the Perth 

metropolitan area. The policy statement explained that students would remain with their 

own age group in their suburbs or districts as they passed through primary school and 

on to secondary school. The expectation was that comprehensive high schools would 

promote equality of education opportunity by keeping together similar age groups of 

students with diverse abilities and backgrounds. The selective Perth Modern School, the 

only five-year government secondary school serving the Perth metropolitan area 

between 1911 and 1952 controversially, became a community comprehensive secondary 

school in 1959.51 

 
48 Victoria. Ministerial Review of Postcompulsory Schooling and J. Blackburn (1985). Report. 

(Blackburn Report). Melbourne: Ministerial Review of Postcompulsory Schooling. 
49 C. Campbell (2014). Comprehensive Government High School. 
50 Western Australia. Education Department. (1958). The co-educational, comprehensive, 

community high school: An outline of the policy of the Western Australian Education Department. 
Education Circular. Perth: Education Department of Western Australia. 60 (11): 238-241. 

51 The impact of comprehensive high schools was that between 1957 and 1961 in Western Australian 
government secondary schools the percentage of Junior Certificate examination candidates 
increased by 72 per cent and the percentage of Leaving Certificate examination candidates 
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Proceeding in conjunction with the policy development that led to the opening 

of comprehensive high schools in Western Australia was a considerable and far 

reaching curriculum review and subsequent development of the State’s lower 

secondary school curriculum. In particular, a Secondary Schools’ Curriculum 

Committee 1957-195852 was formed with the purpose of creating an outline of a 

lower secondary school curriculum appropriate for the perceived needs of the post-

War society. In other words, it was designed in an age when mass secondary school 

education was expected to be economically and socially relevant to the disparate 

student body that was to remain at school after the leaving age was raised in stages 

to 15 years. 

In 1961 the Public Examinations Board accepted new syllabi for the Junior 

Certificate examination. Science A, Science B, Social Studies A and Social Studies 

B replaced the separate subjects of physics, chemistry, biology, physiology and 

hygiene, history, and geography and were to be taken in addition to English and 

mathematics in government high schools. Three years later in 1964, the government 

amended the Education Act53 to set the school leaving age to the end of the year in 

which students reached 15 years of age. 

Work commenced also in 1964 on a cumulative assessment system for lower 

secondary schooling that became known as the Achievement Certificate. In 1969 the 

 
increased by 91 per cent. J. Gentilli (1963). From waste to by-product in the high school. The WA 
Teachers’ Journal. LXlll (2): 40. 

52 Secondary Schools’ Curriculum Committee (T. L. Robertson, Chair) (1958). Interim Report of the 
Secondary Schools’ Curriculum Committee. Perth: Government Printer. 

53 Education Act Amendment Act 1964 (No. 26 of 1964) 
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Dettman Report,54 as it was popularly known, recommended its introduction and also 

the creation of a Board of Secondary Education (BSE) as an autonomous statutory 

body.55 These recommendations were implemented and the Achievement Certificate 

was phased in from 1970. The Board of Secondary Education formed in 1970, was 

to oversee the secondary school curriculum and the award of the Achievement 

Certificate. 

The Achievement Certificate was developed following a system-wide reform 

for students enrolled in all government schools in years 8, 9 and 10 (ages 13 to 15 

years). The curriculum consisted of four core subjects (English, mathematics, 

science and social studies) and a number of optional subjects. Comparability tests in 

the core subjects were administered by schools and moderated by the Board of 

Secondary Education.56 By 1972 the Achievement Certificate based on school 

assessment had replaced the public examination system that led to the award of a 

Junior Certificate at the end of Year 10. Students in government schools now had 10 

years of common schooling - seven in primary school and three in secondary school. 

Soon after the implementation of the new lower secondary school curriculum 

for the award of the Achievement Certificate came the introduction of the Tertiary 

 
54 Western Australia. Committee on Secondary Education. (1969). Secondary Education in Western 

Australia (Dettman Report). Perth: Education Department of Western Australia, p. 88. 
55 The Board of Secondary Education (BSE) had three main responsibilities: approval of courses of 

study, ensuring comparability of assessments, and the issuing of certificates of secondary 
education. The Board had three ex officio members: Director-General of Education (Chairman), 
Director of Catholic Education, and the Director of The Board of Secondary Education. Other 
members of the Board represented: the Community, non-government secondary schools, 
Department of Education administration, government secondary school, and tertiary institutions 
in the State. Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. (1974). Information Bulletin. West 
Perth, W.A.: The Board of Secondary Education, p. 2. 

56 R. F. Waugh (2000). Towards a model of teacher receptivity to planned system-wide educational 
change in a centrally controlled system. Journal of Educational Administration. 38 (4): 350-367. 
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Admissions Examination (TAE). That replaced the Public Examinations Board’s 

Leaving Certificate examinations from 1974. The Board of Secondary Education 

then assumed responsibility for the certification of all senior secondary school 

students and an associated Certificate of Secondary Education was to be introduced 

in 1975 and be based on both an external examination and school-based 

assessment.57 

Developments in the Geography Curriculum 

Goodson noted that during the 1950s and early 1960s, geography had achieved 

acceptance as an academic subject with good status in British universities.58 The 

definition and control of it by ‘specialist scholars’, however, led to it becoming 

divorced from schools. By 1967, in the UK, the Society and the Young School 

Leaver59 report noted that the attitude of school students to geography had 

deteriorated to one of being “apathetic, at worst resentful and rebellious” and 

irrelevant to their working life after school.60 Clearly the increasing control of the 

subject by university geographers was posing problems for school geography.61 

 
57 K. Tully (2002). State secondary education in Western Australia 1912-1972.  Education Research 

and Perspectives. 29 (2): 1-141. 
58 I. Goodson (1981). Becoming an academic subject: Patterns of explanation and evolution. British 

Journal of Sociology of Education. 2 (2): 163-180. 
59 Schools Council (Great Britain) and M. Schofield (1967). Society and the Young School Leaver: 

A Humanities Programme in Preparation for the Raising of the School Leaving Age. London: 
HMSO for Schools Council. 

60 Quoted in I. Goodson (1981). Becoming an academic subject: Patterns of explanation and 
evolution, p. 171. 

61 Ibid. 
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The Madingley Summer School in 196362 was conducted at the University of 

Cambridge, England, as an experiment in school-university links and was designed 

to update teachers on changes in university geography. Following that, the 

Maddingley Lectures became an annual event for five years and commenced again 

in the mid 1970s. An outcome was that many geography books63 were published 

over the years along with two bi-monthly journals64 aimed at offering an 

international review of geography work in both physical and human geography.65 

These popularised new geography techniques and methods linked to the social and 

physical sciences and applied to the distinctive geographical dimension of space. The 

subject concurrently was released from the philosophy of environmental 

determinism and regional geography went into decline.66 

Geographical practices in British universities had now “substantially changed” 

with “major differences in philosophy, focus and methods”.67 Johnston summarised 

the developments observing that contemporary processes were the focus of physical 

geographers and spatial patterns and their origins were the focus of human 

geographers. In the formulation of theory both adopted statistical methods in model 

building and hypothesis testing procedures. In line with these developments the 

 
62 R. Walford (2001). Geography in British Schools, 1850-2000: Making a World of Difference. 

London: Woburn Press. 
63 The first being: R. J. Chorely and P. Haggett, (Eds.) (1965). Frontiers in Geographical Teaching. 

London: Methuen. 
64 These were: Classroom Geographer; Teaching Geography. 
65 P. Haggett (2015). Madingley: Half-century reflections on a geographical experiment. Geography. 

100: 5. 
66 G. H. T. Kimble (1951). The inadequacy of the regional concept. In L. D. Stamp and S. W. 

Woolridge (Eds.) London Essays in Geography. London: Longman, 1951. pp. 151-74. 
67 R. Johnston (2019). Changing a discipline in universities and a subject in schools: British 

geography in the 1950s–1970s. History of Education. 48 (5): 682-699, p. 688. 
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various examination boards in the country were persuaded to prepare new school 

geography syllabi for ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examinations to an extent that they had been 

“radically altered”.68 That signaled a new alignment of the subject in universities and 

schools in Britain. 

In the USA the High School Geography Project (HSGP) commenced in 1961. 

It involved collaboration by university geographers, school teachers and education 

psychologists under the auspices of the Association of American Geographers and 

was funded by the National Science Foundation.69 It highlighted geography teachers’ 

concerns about 

dull textbooks, inadequately trained teachers, simple factual content, 
uninterested administrators and school boards, social studies teachers with 
training in history not geography, lack of emphasis on geography in schools 
of education, lack of interest among college and university geographers, lack 
of certification requirements, parents’ limited view of geography as place-
name recognition, and the lack of geography among the College Board 
Examinations or as a college entrance requirement.70 

 
The project produced a one-year course titled Geography in an Urban Age 

comprising six units with a focus on ‘settlement’ as the unifying theme and 

concerned only with the human aspects of the subject.71 In the course the central 

concept of geography was spatial or areal distribution and the content material was 

aimed at developing inquiry skills to illustrate it and related concepts. Project 

 
68 R. Johnston (2019). Changing a discipline in universities and a subject in schools: British 

geography in the 1950s–1970s, p. 694. 
69 G. F. White (1961). A joint effort to improve high school geography. Journal of Geography. 60 

(8): 357-360. 
70 N. Helburn (1998). The high school geography project: A retrospective view. The Social Studies. 

89 (5): 212-218, p. 212. 
71 Ibid. 
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material focused on learning activities to guide students in geographic inquiry.72 The 

Earth Science Curriculum Project73 that was along the same lines was separately 

concerned with physical geography.74 

Specifically regarding Australia, Brookfield observed that 1958 was “a good 

year for Australian geography”.75 Three new university professorships in the subject 

were established and several new lecturing positions were created. The following 

year the Institute of Australian Geographers was also founded exclusively for tertiary 

academics76 and it commenced publishing a journal titled Australian Geographical 

Studies. Interest in geography was increasing. 

In the mid 1960s, Butland77 observed that Australian geography in the 

universities was firmly of an applied nature. On that, he identified three main fields 

that had formed the Australian ‘geography tripod’: surveying, climatology, and 

agricultural geography. Attention, however, was turning to the applied geography of 

cities and analyses of the characteristics of urban industries, trading relationships, 

demographic patterns, and settlement forms and functions. There was also interest 

 
72 C. L. Knight (1971). The high school geography project as a teacher training resource. In 

Geography and Education, Proceedings of the 6th NZ Geography Conference. New Zealand 
Geographical Society, pp. 74-82. 

73 The University of Colorado, Boulder, USA and funded by a National Science Foundation Grant; 
R. L. Heller (1963). The Earth Science Curriculum Project. Journal of Research in Science 
Teaching. 1 (3): 272-275. 

74 N. J. Graves (1968). The High School Geography Project of the Association of American 
Geographers.  Geography. 53 (1): 68-73. 

75 H. C. Brookfield (1959). Australian geographers in our overseas contemporaries: 1958. Australian 
Geographer. 7 (4): 165-166. p. 165. 

76 Ibid. 
77 G. J. Butland (1968). Trends in geography today. In D. S. Biddle and C. E. Deer (Eds.) Readings 

in Geographical Education: Selections from Australian and New Zealand Sources. Volume 1 
1954-1966. Sydney: Whitcome and Tombs for the Australian Geography Teachers’ Association, 
1968, pp. 11-19. 
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in historical geography, geomorphology and political geography. At the same time, 

there was a “declining emphasis on regional studies” although there was a trend 

towards a “systematic approach to regionalism”.78 

There now appeared to be a decoupling of the geography teaching and research 

at university level from the subject taught at secondary school level with people like 

Fox79 arguing for the nuanced approach to regional geography as in a new syllabus 

for senior secondary school students in the State of New South Wales. Coggins noted 

also in 1966 that regional geography had a low status as a research area in the 

universities yet it continued to “occupy a paramount place in most school geography 

courses” with attempts “made to cover whole countries or whole continents using 

the regional approach”.80 Further, he observed, many of the more recent quantitative 

developments in the subject were only slowly included in school textbooks and 

practising teachers did not keep up to date with these, thus perpetuating the regional 

concept. Coggins also called for more emphasis on developing students’ knowledge 

of and an ability to use geographic method.81 

In 1967 the Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of 

Science (ANZAAS) convened a congress in Melbourne, Australia, that included a 

 
78 G. J. Butland (1968). Trends in geography today, p.16 
79 J. W. Fox (1968). On regions and regional geography. In D. S. Biddle and C. E. Deer (Eds.) 

Readings in Geographical Education: Selections from Australian and New Zealand Sources. 
Volume 1 1954-1966. Sydney: Whitcome and Tombs for the Australian Geography Teachers’ 
Association, 1968. pp. 77-84. 

80 R. S. Coggins (1968). Where is school geography going? In D. S. Biddle and C. E. Deer (Eds.) 
Readings in Geographical Education: Selections from Australian and New Zealand Sources. 
Volume 1 1954-1966. Sydney: Whitcome and Tombs for the Australian Geography Teachers’ 
Association, 1968, pp. 296-300, p. 296. 

81 Ibid. 
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symposium on the conceptual bases of senior secondary school geography courses.82 

That meeting provided the impetus for the advancement of secondary school 

geography education in Australia and was the forerunner to the formation later in the 

year of the Australian Geography Teachers’ Association whose publication 

Geographical Education commenced in 1969. AGTA acted as the secretariat for 

State-based geography teachers’ associations and subsequent meetings of the 

association brought together talented teachers from each State83 to work with 

university geographers to improve geography teaching in secondary schools.84 All 

these advances in the field of geography in Australia led to improved geography 

curricula in secondary schools.85 

Commenting on geography concepts relevant to Australian senior secondary 

school courses, Professor McCaskill, Head of Geography at Flinders University of 

South Australia argued that these should be acquired by students in relation to a 

framework for understanding the earth as the home of people.86 He recommended 

that seven organising concepts be introduced to students aged 16 and 17 years as 

they contained within them indicators of how links could be established between the 

physical and human branches of geography and also between the regional and topical 

 
82 D. S. Biddle (1996). Syllabuses in Australian geography. In Gerber, R. and Lidstone, J. (Eds.) 

Developments and Directions in Geographical Education. Bristol: Channel View Publications, 
1996, pp. 19-34. 

83 For example:  The Geography Teachers’ Association of Western Australia in 1971 that became the 
Geographical Association of Western Australia (GAWA) in 1973. 

84 D. S. Biddle (1992). Australian Geography Teachers' Association: Beginnings. In J. Simmons (Ed.) 
Geography and Future Lifestyles. Adelaide: Australian Geography Teachers’ Association, 1992. 

85 D. S. Biddle (1996). Syllabuses in Australian geography. 
86 M. McCaskill (1967). Concepts in sixth form geography. In D. S. Biddle and K. J. Collins, (Eds.) 

Geography in the Senior Forms. Cheshire for the Victorian and New South Wales Geography 
Teachers' Association, 1967. pp. 1-6. 
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branches. These were ‘location’, ‘distance’, ‘distribution including association or co-

variation’, ‘interaction including concepts of energy and movement’, ‘change 

through time’, the ‘region’, and ‘scale’. Soon that proposal was reflected in the 

geography syllabus prescribed for senior secondary school students in South 

Australia.87 

The Western Australian Geography Syllabus from 1958 to 1974 

In a break from tradition Leaving Certificate geography became a two-year course. 

Previously the Leaving Certificate examined the five-year Junior and Leaving 

Certificate geography courses combined. The Western Australian geography 

syllabus for 1958 was published in the Manual of Public Examinations Board for 

1958 for the Leaving Certificate public examination.88 The Public Examinations 

Board of The University of Western Australia still administered this examination to 

ensure that standards were in accord with its own entrance requirements, and by 

government departments, commercial businesses and professional organisations that 

accepted the results for their own credentialing purposes.89 

As was the case in previous years, the 1958 Leaving Certificate geography 

course was essentially an examination guideline for school teachers and was adopted 

by secondary schools as the de facto curriculum for the senior secondary school 

years. The emphasis then in the schools was on the acquisition of geographical 

 
87 D. S. Biddle (1996). Syllabuses in Australian geography; R. S. Coggins (1967) Course 

developments in South Australia. In D.S. Biddle and K. J. Collins (Eds.) Geography in the Senior 
Forms. Melbourne: Cheshire for the Victorian and New South Wales GTA, 1967. 

88 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 
by The University of Western Australia for 1958. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 

89 M. A. White (1975). Sixty years of public examinations and matriculation policy in Western 
Australia. Australian Journal of Education. 19 (1): 64-77, p. 66. 
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knowledge that would be required to answer examination questions. The syllabus in 

the subject was intended to promote ‘academic rationalism’90 amongst students by 

enhancing their intellectual abilities and encouraging them to acquire cognitive 

behaviours in relation to the subject, albeit at a relatively low level. 

 The 1958 geography syllabus was explicitly designed for the Leaving 

Certificate examination that students took at the end of the course. No teaching and 

learning materials accompanied the syllabus. Neither was any advice given on how 

the students had to record practical activity books and what was to be assessed; the 

only statement was that “candidates may be required to submit these notebooks”.91 

In contrast to the Leaving Certificate geography syllabus for the previous 

period (1945 to 1957), the 1958 syllabus was far less prescriptive. Overall, what was 

presented was a general statement with accompanying extensive notes of advice for 

teachers. Further, objectives were not expressed in the 1958 Leaving Certificate 

geography syllabus, thus following ‘normal’ practice during the era internationally. 

The two-year course in the subject was described as being “based on the 

integration of specialised learning within the broad framework of the continents”.92 

It was divided into three main parts, namely, Part A ‘systematic study of the 

continents’, Part B ‘use of maps’, and Part C ‘practical geography’. Each Part 

included a brief description of syllabus content followed by detailed advice to 

 
90 T. Barone (2010). Academic rationalism. In C. Kridel (Ed.) Encyclopedia of Curriculum Studies. 

New York: Sage, 2010, pp. 2–3. 
91 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1958, p. 125. 
92 Ibid., p. 125. 
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teachers. These notes elaborated on the syllabus and are likely to have been of 

considerable benefit to geography teachers. An analysis of each part is now 

presented. 

Part A - Systematic study of the continents: 

An introductory statement announced that the course 

…consists of a systematic study of the continents in their geographical 
aspects with Australia to be studied in greater detail. Each continent should 
be studied in its relationships to the world pattern of weather and climate and 
to the position and build of oceans and continents. Each continent is then to 
be subdivided into suitable regions and each region studied in the various 
aspects of climate, build, vegetation, soils, population and development. 
These aspects must be viewed as parts of a whole and not as separate items 
on a list. [Italics as in the original]93 

The continents were not listed in any particular order apart from the stipulation that 

Australia should be studied in more detail than the other continents. Certain 

geographical aspects of the continents, however, were identified as being important. 

These were weather and climate, and the position and build of oceans and continents. 

Further on this, the regional geography approach persisted, with continents sub-

divided into regions and certain aspects of them detailed for study. These included 

climate, build, vegetation, soils, population, and development. 

Advice on the approach to the teaching of the systematic study of the 

continents in the ‘note for teachers’94 attached to the above statement emphasised 

“interrelations and correlations” of each and all aspects outlined for Section A. Thus, 

teaching rather than being a “methodical sequence approach”, it was argued, should 

 
93 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1958, p. 125.  
94 Ibid., p. 125. 
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feature “frequent cross-references to causes and effects”. The promotion of that 

approach was an attempt to enliven student interest and engagement. 

Examples to demonstrate how the requirement that students be able show 

interrelationships between elements of a region and human activities as noted above 

were outlined. For instance, it was stated it could be shown how the pattern of 

population distribution in Africa and South America is greatly influenced by rainfall 

distribution and that regions of lowest and highest rainfall in the two continents 

correspond to the most sparsely populated regions. That indicated a view that 

teachers could then extend student understanding by discussing how the growth of 

vegetation is linked to climatic conditions and how that, in turn, can lead to the 

formation of such defined vegetation and soil environments as desert, steppe, 

savannah, and forest. Another proposition listed for discussion by students is that 

astronomical factors control climate, with the Earth’s shape, position and movements 

on its axis and around the Sun producing the seasonal changes. Once again it was 

stated that in considering this the relationship between climate, vegetation, soils and 

human activity could become understood. 

Teachers were advised when discussing the topography of a continent to 

explain the reasons for differences that existed between continental regions, and how 

physical features can affect precipitation, climate, vegetation, and human activity. 

They were also encouraged to explain the correlations between, for example, 

resources, land use and industry. In other words, they were required to engage their 

students in studying an approach emphasising the interrelationships between many 

factors. 
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Regarding resource development, the syllabus notes cautioned that teaching 

should not “consist of [outlining] a dry list of products”.95 Rather, the emphasis was 

to be on land use and to be relevant to current developments in different parts of the 

world. An example of a place chosen to illustrate what was envisaged, was California 

where not only was the film industry important, but aircraft manufacturing also 

produced great revenues. Further, students were to be encouraged to introduce 

relevant knowledge from such other subjects as history in their assignments. 

The Manual of Public Examinations Board for 196796 published a number of 

changes undertaken in relation to Part A of the syllabus. A “systematic study of 

selected continents which in each year shall always include the regional geography 

of Australia and New Zealand and Monsoon Asia in greater detail” was now 

required.97 Additionally, one other continent was to be chosen by the school from 

either, North America, South America, Europe (including USSR west of the Ural 

Mountains) and Africa. 

Part B – Use of maps:  

It is difficult to separate syllabus requirements from teaching advice in the following 

syllabus statement on mapping. 

Maps must be used throughout the study…The drawing of sketch maps and 
finished maps must take place throughout the course…Suitable production 
maps (using symbols such as small equal dots, proportionate squares or circles 

 
95 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1958, p. 126. 
96 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1967. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 
97 Ibid., p. 125. 



 210 

or columns) must be compiled in order to supplement the maps available or to 
bring them up to date if necessary.98 

The accompanying ‘notes’, however, elaborated on this. For example, they stated 

that reference to and use of atlas maps should be “frequent and constructive”, 

different maps of a particular area should be compared, and notes should be taken of 

scales, distances, relief patterns and the influence of the physical landscape on human 

settlement and population distribution. It was further stated that the drawing of 

sketch maps should be restricted to showing ‘relevant’ information and finding 

directions and measuring distances on them to avoid time consuming colouring and 

lettering. 

Section C – Practical geography: 

The requirements of this section were quite explicit with students required to know 

about the following: 

(i) Contours and their uses. 
 

(ii) Either Elements of surveying (compass traverse, plane-table 
survey measurement of heights and construction of maps or plans 
from the data thus acquired). Or Elements of map projection 
(properties and construction of the following projections: 
orthographic, polar equidistant, cylindrical equal area, cylindrical 
conformal (Mercator’s), sinusoidal; properties and recognition of 
the following projections: stereographic, elliptical equal-area 
(Mollweide’s) polar equal-area, conical with one or two standard 
parallels). 

 
(iii) Taking of readings from barometer, thermometer, rain gauge; 

observation of wind direction and force and of clouds; keeping of 
suitable continued records; comments on the daily weather map.99 

 
98 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1967, p. 125. 
99 Ibid., p. 128. 
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From 1967, the schools’ authorities were also encouraged to purchase such 

topographic maps of the local area as those for Perth, Fremantle, Mundaring and 

Kelmscott in the Perth metropolitan area, and map sheets for towns and districts 

relevant for students in large country high schools. 

Engagement in the following activities were also outlined in the syllabus: 

(a) Excursions. 
(b) Surveys and map exercises. 
(c) Weather observations. 
(d) Interpretation of geographical photographs or drawings. 
(e) Collection of geographical specimens or pictures. 

Accompanying ‘notes’ elaborated on their purpose with an introductory statement 

stating: “Practical activities are part of the course and must be recorded in a suitable 

folio or notebook”.100 They also advised that excursions should be devoted to the 

study of the physical and cultural landscapes to make observations of physical 

features of slope, aspect, the nature of rocks and soil, natural vegetation and surface 

water, as well as patterns of agricultural land use, networks of transport routes, and 

the nature and location of dwellings. Teachers were further advised to focus only on 

a few aspects of these as students, it was held, might become overwhelmed by having 

to consider all of them. 

It was added that excursions could be used to teach students to record 

observations with notes, sketches and photographs as well as engage in map reading, 

contour exercises and compass practice. All of that activity was to yield content for 

logging in students’ practical books that had to be maintained throughout the two-

 
100 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1967, p. 125. 



 212 

year course. Further advice was given on possible links that could be established 

between student excursion reports and what they logged in their practical activity 

books. Additionally, teachers were advised to include preliminary work and the 

study of maps of the excursion areas when planning them. 

Student consideration of interpretations of geographical photographs and 

sketches led to a delineation of required practical activities, with the ‘notes’ giving 

advice on adding details of these as well as tracing them on transparent sheets to aid 

interpretation of geographical aspects. “Draftsmanship” it was stated “should be as 

good as possible within reason”.101 Weather observations also were to be made of 

any one weather element or a combination of them over a period of several days or 

weeks. They were then to be compared to daily weather maps. Descriptions, tables, 

graphs and photographs along with details of the method of observation were also to 

be logged in activity books. 

The required practical activities were to be spread over two years and it was 

expected that student activity books would clearly show work done and progress 

made. A table of contents with accounts of similar activities combined in separate 

sections such as ‘excursions’, ‘weather records’, and be presented chronologically 

had to be included. 

A list of recommended textbooks included the following: 
 
Ford and Rowe, Vol 1 Australia and Eurasia.  
Ford and Rowe, Vol 2 Africa and the Americas. 
Stamp, The World 
Herdman, The world 

 
101 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1967, p. 130. 
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Stembridge, Withers and Garnier, The World 
 

Other titles were listed for inclusion in school libraries and as useful teacher 

references. 

The Manual of Public Examinations Board for 1967 also introduced some 

changes regarding textbooks and added that 

The emphases of the course require that candidates should be familiar with 
at least five textbooks - a general geography text, a physical geography text, 
a practical geography text, a text on Australian geography and another on the 
geography of the continent of their choice.102 

That implied that textbooks in use could continue to be used if they were deemed 

appropriate. Further, teachers were encouraged to use a variety of texts when 

teaching physical geography “rather than a selection of one of the standard texts”.103 

Additional recommended textbooks from 1967 as they appeared in the syllabus 

included the following: 

As a general text: 
Ford, E. and Rowe, B. Geography and World Affairs. Angus and Robertson 
 
For physical geography:  
Horrocks, N. K. Physical Geography. Longmans  
OR  
Bunnett, R. B. Physical Geography in Diagrams. Longmans  
OR  
Cain, H. R. Physical Geography. Longmans 
 
For practical geography 
Coggins, R. S. and Hefford, R. K. The Practical Geographer. Longmans 
Australia was recommended as a laboratory manual for classwork. 
 
For Australia 
Rees, H. Australasia. MacDonald and Evans 

 
102 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1967, pp. 132-133. 
103 Ibid., p. 133. 
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OR 
Tweedie, A. D. and Robinson, K. W. The Regions of Australia. Longmans 
OR 
Money, D. C. Australia. University Tutorial Press 

 
General texts:  
A long list of additional textbooks was provided focussing on particular 
series such as the ‘Advanced Level Geography Series’. 
 

Regarding assessment, the 1967 geography syllabus was explicitly designed for the 

Leaving Certificate examination: Part A was on the continents including mapping, 

and Part B was on Australia. Candidates were instructed to answer six questions of 

which three were to be from Part A and three from Part B. However, no advice was 

given on assessment of the students’ practical activities book apart from a statement 

that “candidates may be required to submit these notebooks”.104 

Changes in examination details were announced in the Manual of Public 

Examinations Board for 1967. From now on, the examination was to consist of five 

sections: Part A ‘physical geography and practical work’, Part B ‘Australia and New 

Zealand’, Part C ‘Monsoon Asia’, Part D ‘one other continent’ and Part E ‘objective 

questions’ (compulsory). Candidates were instructed to answer five essay type 

questions and all of Part E. There had to be one question from Parts A, B, C and D 

plus one other question from any of these four parts. Practical activities were still 

part of the course and had to be recorded in a folio or notebook. No advice again, 

however, was given on any assessment in this domain. 

 

 
104 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1967, p. 125. 
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Analysis of geography examination papers 
during the period 1958 to 1974 

The Leaving Certificate geography examination papers for the period continued to 

be of three-hours’ duration. The examiners did, however, introduce several new 

features. For the 1959 paper, for example, they produced a new general format with 

three parts (A, B and C). That was very different from what prevailed in previous 

years and continued until 1966. Parts A and B also now contained a choice of 

questions, with two from Part A and three from Part B to be attempted. 

Part C was printed on a separate sheet on which candidates wrote short 

answers. It contained 20 short-answer compulsory questions. Candidates were 

advised that these should be answered in about 30 minutes. Students are likely to 

have found that useful for time management. Other new features were also student 

friendly. For example, while the marking scheme was not provided for all questions 

in all parts, the 1962 paper advised that the questions in Part C were worth one mark 

each. Further, commencing with the 1963 paper, a 10-minute reading time was 

provided followed by a three-hour answering time. 

The format of the examination paper overall was modified in 1966 and the 

short answer section was discontinued. Questions were also now presented in five 

parts: A, B, C, D and E. Candidates were instructed to answer five questions in total 

from Part A (‘physical geography’), Part B (‘Australia and New Zealand’), Part C 

(‘Monsoon Asia’) and Part D (‘optional continent’), one question from each part and 

the fifth from any one of them. 
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Part E (‘mapping’) had two compulsory questions. The first required the 

marking of the locations of certain geographical features on a map of the world 

provided and the second required candidates to follow instructions to make a contour 

map. This time the marking scheme was not shown for any of the questions in any 

of the parts. Another student-friendly feature was that considerable choice was 

available throughout with five questions outlined in Part A, seven in Part B, six in 

Part C and 12 in Part D. 

This ‘friendliness’ was continued in the 1967 paper which was similar to that 

of 1966 but with marks being shown for Part E (worth 20 marks). Further, while the 

two questions in Part E remained compulsory, a new feature was that a black and 

white 1 inch to 1 mile contour map was provided on which candidates had to identify 

and mark certain features. That pattern continued in subsequent years. 

The 1967 examination paper was the first on which marks were shown in 

brackets at the end of each question, with each worth 16 marks (apart from those in 

Part E mentioned above). Then from 1971 onwards candidates were advised in the 

instructions at the beginning of the paper that each question in Parts A, B, C and D 

was worth 16 marks each and Part E was worth 20 marks. The marks allocated to 

sub-questions were also displayed. The provision of that information indicated 

continuing concern that clear guidance should be given to candidates on how much 

time to devote to answering each sub-question. 

During the sub-period in question the geography examiners also experimented 

with the layout of examination papers. The 1970 paper, for example, presented 

questions in double spacing with a line separating each question. This is likely to 
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have looked far less daunting to some candidates compared to the single-spaced 

questions of previous papers. That demonstrates yet again growing empathy within 

the minds of the examiners and a desire to reduce obstacles to answering for those 

with the knowledge to do so successfully. Eventually, however, matters of economy 

won out with the layout discontinued to reduce the number of printed pages. 

Another new feature introduced on the 1970 examination paper was a ‘map 

book’ containing photographs, a weather chart, climate graphs and a number of 

outline maps for candidates to use and on which to mark features demanded by 

certain questions. In later years that map book was termed a ‘resource booklet’ to 

reflect its real purpose. A topographic map sheet extract in colour and with a scale 

of 1:50,000 also replaced former black and white topographic maps. That reflected 

the fact that by now colour topographic maps of this scale were being used in 

geography classrooms, while the extract size meant it could easily be inserted into 

the examination paper and resource booklet. 

Applying Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives 

Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives in the cognitive domain105 was again 

used to analyse the Leaving Certificate geography examination questions for the 

years 1959, 1964 and 1972. The results indicate that the questions mostly focused 

on lower order thinking skills at the knowledge and comprehension levels. That 

continued the pattern of previous years. 

 
105 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956). Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook 1: Cognitive 
Domain. New York: David McKay Company. 
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The overall results of the analysis is shown in Table 21 below:  

 
Year Knowledge Comprehension Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
1959 10 3 4 0 0 2 
1964 17 3 3 0 0 1 
1972 8 0 9 13 0 5 

TOTALS 35 6 16 13 0 8 
Table 21: Summary of the Frequency of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. 

This illustrates that the 1972 paper had more questions assessing application and 

analysis than in 1959 and 1964. That was facilitated by having the booklet of 

resources associated with some of them from 1970 onwards. 

An example of a question testing analysis and referring to the maps in the 

resource booklet is the following:  

1972 Q18: Carefully examine one of the following population distribution 
maps: Map 9 The British Isles, Map 10 Prairie Provinces and British 
Columbia, Map 11 Brazil, Map 12 Nigeria. Write an explanatory account of 
the variations in density which the map of your choice shows. 

Further, the spread of questions across the six levels of the cognitive domain was 

very different from what had been the case for the Leaving Certificate geography 

examination papers during the period of 1945-1957, when synthesis and evaluation 

were not tested. 

Levels of cognitive demands and question structuring 

The CRAS Scale106 detailed in Chapter Three, was again used to analyse the Leaving 

Certificate geography examination papers for 1959, 1964 and 1972 to try to 

determine the cognitive demands of candidates that were assessed. Additionally, the 

 
106 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions. British Education Research Association (BERA), Queen’s 
University Belfast. 
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structure of questions was also analysed. On that, it will be recalled from previous 

chapters that a study by Pollitt, et al.107 in England found that semi-structured and 

unstructured questions were not so daunting for candidates perceived to have ‘low 

ability’ and allowed them to be flexible in their responses. At the same, time 

candidates perceived to have ‘high ability’ are also likely to have found unstructured 

questions to their advantage in that they allowed them opportunities to show in an 

extended fashion their knowledge and understanding of the topic. 

An overview of results of the analysis is shown in Table 22 below: 

 
Year Degree of 

Structure 
Complexity Resources Abstractness Strategy 

1959 
11 questions to 

choose from 

Structured = 2 
Semi Structured = 2 
Unstructured = 7 

Low = 1 
Medium = 4 
High = 6 

Low = 3 
Medium = 3 
High = 5 

Low = 2 
Medium = 2 
High = 7 

Low = 2 
Medium = 2 
High = 7 

1964 
15 questions to 

choose from 

Structured = 1 
Semi Structured = 9 
Unstructured = 5 

Low = 3 
Medium = 5 
High = 7 

Low = 13 
Medium = 2 
High = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 9 
High = 6 

Low = 2 
Medium = 8 
High = 5 

1972 
24 questions to 

choose from 

Structured = 0 
Semi Structured= 16 
Unstructured = 8 

Low = 2 
Medium = 18 
High = 4 

Low = 14 
Medium = 7 
High = 3 

Low = 2 
Medium = 19 
High = 3 

Low = 1 
Medium= 10 
High = 13 

Table 22: Summary of Structure and Levels of Cognitive Demands in 1959, 1964 and 1972 
Examination Papers. 
 
Overall, in the complexity dimension (that refers to the extent to which a candidate 

had to deal with complex ideas and the links between them) more questions were 

rated as being of medium and high demand than being of low demand. In particular 

they required that candidates discuss links and balanced their argument. 

An example of a question rated medium is as follows:  

1972 Q11: With the aid of Map No. 4 describe and account for the geography 
of rural land-use in New Zealand. Pay special attention to the part played by 
natural resources, markets and transport. 

 
107 A. Pollitt, S. Hughes, A. Ahmed, H. Fisher-Hock and T. Bramley (1998). The Effects of Structure 

on the Demands in GCSE and A Level Questions: Report to Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority. University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. 
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This is also an example of an unstructured question even though the sub-question 

alerted candidates to geographical factors to include in the answer. Being relatively 

unstructured it also may have given candidates perceived to have ‘high ability’ 

flexibility in demonstrating their geography knowledge. 

In regard to the ‘resources’ dimension of the CRAS Scale where the use of data 

and information is central, the analysis shows that most of the questions on the 1964 

and 1972 examination papers were rated low demand. That is largely because a 

resource booklet containing maps and other geographical information accompanied 

the paper. By contrast, semi-structured and unstructured questions required an 

element of resource interpretation on the part of the candidate. An example of the 

latter rated low on this dimension is as follows: 

1972 Q12: With reference to Map No. 5 describe and account for the 
distribution of population in Papua-New Guinea. 

 
The map in question was contained in the resource booklet. 

The questions in the 1959 and 1964 examination papers were also rated more 

highly on the ‘abstractness’ dimension than were the questions in the 1972 paper, 

although the latter had more questions than in previous years rated medium.  An 

example of a question rated high in the abstractness dimension on the 1964 

examination paper was as follows:  

1964 Q10: “Both Ireland and Scotland suffer from some natural disabilities 
which at different times or in different ways have led to loss of population”. 
Discuss the geographical implications of this statement. 

The high abstractness rating is based on the fact that phenomena are mentioned as 

supporting information. 
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In the ‘strategy’ dimension of cognitive demands (that is concerned with the 

extent to which a candidate is expected to devise or select and maintain a plan to 

successfully answer a question), the analysis of the three examination papers shows 

a large proportion of questions rated medium to high. For example, the following 

unstructured question with a high degree of strategy demand appeared on the 1964 

paper: 

1964 Q9: In the early twenties it was fashionable to compare Australia with 
the United States and many people inferred that because their areas were 
similar, Australia could support as many people as the United States. Point 
out and explain the fallacy of such reasonings. 

Here the candidate was required to work out a strategy before starting the answer, 

thus consuming time. Furthermore, in the absence of structure the student had to 

create and impose her or his own. That, however, maximised the possibility that 

candidates perceived to have low ability might produce incomplete and poorly 

organised answers. 

Analysis of Matriculation Level geography  
examination papers used from 1969 to 1974 

The Matriculation Level examination for geography introduced in 1969 was 

designed to complement the Leaving Certificate examination and there was a 

common syllabus. Nevertheless, candidates intending to satisfy the entry 

requirements set by The University of Western Australia were obliged to sit the 

Matriculation Level examination on the afternoon following the morning they sat the 

Leaving Level examination. That arrangement continued until the end of 1974 when 
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both examinations were replaced by a single level Tertiary Admissions 

Examination.108 

The Matriculation Level examination papers were of three-hours duration 

during which 13 to 15 questions were posed from which candidates were required to 

answer five. Two of these had to be from Part A, two from Part B and all from Part 

C. The questions in Parts A and B were essay type and there was some choice within 

each part. Further, the marking scheme was provided, indicating that each question 

in Parts A and B was worth 16 marks. Part C contained one question with sub-

questions and was worth a total of 36 marks. Candidates were advised that they 

should spend not more than one hour on it. It included a single mapping question 

based on a topographic map extract that accompanied the examination paper. That 

extract was the same as that used for the Leaving Level geography examination. 

Being aimed at assessing potential university students, the Matriculation Level 

geography examination contained questions to assess higher order thinking and be 

more demanding than its counterpart in terms of complexity, resources, abstractness 

and strategy. Indeed, the examination paper’s instructions to candidates advised in 

that vein as follows:  

The questions in both Parts A and B call for thoughtful comment, for ideas 
rather than the reproduction of memorised material; high marks will be 
awarded to those candidates who use carefully selected examples which 
illustrate or develop a relevant argument. Appropriate sketch maps and 
diagrams should be used whenever possible.109 

 
108 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education (1975). Syllabuses 1975: Certificate of 

Secondary Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination. Part 1. West Perth, W.A.: 
Board of Secondary Education, p. 4. 

109 Public Examinations Board. Leaving Certificate, Matriculation Level Geography Examination 
Paper, 1969, p. 1. 
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The greater demands mentioned above are now considered. 

Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives in the cognitive domain110 used 

to analyse Leaving Certificate examinations reported earlier on in this chapter, was 

again applied to analyse the Matriculation Level geography examination questions 

for the 1972 examination paper and to compare both examinations with each other. 

The overall results of the analysis are shown in Table 23 below: 

 
Year Knowledge Comprehension Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
1972 

LEAVING 
25 4 17 12 2 4 

 
 

      

1972 
MATRIC 

11 0 5 6 6 12 

Table 23: Comparison Analysis of the Frequency of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives 
in the Leaving Level and Matriculation Level Examination Questions. 

 
This shows a greater frequency of questions in the higher levels of cognitive 

thinking: (evaluation {12}, synthesis {6} analysis {6} and application {5}) 

compared to the questions on the 1972 Leaving Level examination paper which were 

shown in Table 23 (evaluation {4}, synthesis {2}, analysis {12} and application 

{17}). 

The greater number of higher order questions in the Matriculation Level 

examination paper gave candidates classified as having ‘high ability’ ample 

opportunity to develop their answers in detail and to demonstrate their higher order 

cognitive skills. An example of such a question was as follows: 

 
110 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956). Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook 1: Cognitive 
Domain. 
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1972 Q8: ‘National self-sufficiency is neither practicable nor desirable’. 
Discuss. 

 
Here there are no prompts on how to frame an answer. That in itself challenged 

candidates on their conceptual, communication and organisation skills. Clearly also 

they were required to be able to apply their knowledge of the subject and demonstrate 

their acquisition of such higher order cognitive skills as analytical and evaluative 

skills by having to give explanations. Candidates perceived to have low ability are 

likely to have found the demands of this question extremely challenging. 

An analysis of the questions on the Matriculation Level examination paper for 

1972 according to the CRAS Scale of cognitive demands in geography111 was also 

conducted and the results compared to those for the Leaving Level examination 

paper for the same year, drawing again on the work of Pollitt, et al.112 regarding 

question structure. This is shown below in Table 24: 

 
Year Degree of 

Structure 
Complexity Resources Abstractness Strategy 

1972 
24 questions to choose 

from 
LEAVING 

Structured = 0 
Semi 
Structured= 16 
Unstructured= 8 

Low = 2 
Medium = 18 
High = 4 

Low = 14 
Medium = 7 
High = 3 

Low = 2 
Medium = 19 
High = 3 

Low = 1 
Medium=10 
High = 13 

 
 
 

     

1972 
15 questions to choose 

from 
MATRICULATION 

Structured = 0 
Semi-
Structured=1 
Unstructured=14 

Low = 0 
Medium =5 
High = 10 

Low = 14 
Medium=0 
High = 1 

Low = 0 
Medium = 5 
High = 10 

Low = 0 
Medium=1 
High = 14 

Table 24: Comparison Analysis of the Degree of Structure and Level of Cognitive Demands in the 
Leaving Level and Matriculation Level Examination Questions. 

 
111 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions. 
112 A. Pollitt, S. Hughes, A. Ahmed, H. Fisher-Hock and T. Bramley (1998). The Effects of Structure 

on the Demands in GCSE and A Level Questions: Report to Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority. 
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Clearly there were many more unstructured questions (14) in the 1972 Matriculation 

Level examination paper compared to the 1972 Leaving Level examination paper. 

An example of an unstructured question in the Matriculation Level 

examination is the following: 

1972 Q10: Write an essay on the importance of distance in human 
geography. 
 

This question does not provide candidates with clues on what approach to take in 

structuring an answer, or the information to include, or on how to conclude the 

answer. That placed very high demands on candidates; unstructured questions are 

generally difficult to answer because they place a high level of cognitive demand on 

candidates. At the same time they did allow candidates classified as having ‘high 

ability’ to select relevant information from their knowledge base and apply it in a 

written answer. This suggests the reason they were used for matriculation level 

candidates; too much structure would have been constraining and restricting for 

those of them seeking to demonstrate they merited being selected for university. In 

particular, by using unstructured questions examiners were also able to test a 

candidate’s ability to write and produce coherent arguments supported by relevant 

diagrams, sketch maps and examples. Further, they are likely to have placed great 

demands on candidates to devise and maintain an approach of their own in 

addressing them. 

A greater number of structured questions were included in the Leaving Level 

examination paper. While less challenging they still required candidates to be able 

to provide specific information and a particular style of answer. Further, those semi-
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structured questions posed on the 1972 examination had prompts attached indicating 

matters to be addressed. Thus, candidates perceived to have low ability were given 

assistance in demonstrating their knowledge without necessarily having to possess 

the linguistic skills to write a well organised essay. 

Using the ‘complexity’ dimension of the CRAS Scale to address the extent to 

which a student had to deal with complex ideas and links between them was also 

instructive. An assumption underlying the scale is that a question with a high degree 

of complexity required the candidate to be able to demonstrate technical 

comprehension, synthesis and evaluation skills when presenting balanced 

arguments. An example of a question with that high degree of complexity on the 

1972 Matriculation examination is as follows: 

1972 Q5: Examine the influence of rock-type and structure on the long-
profiles and cross-profiles of river valleys. 

The inter-related factors to be considered are made clear and it is left to candidates 

to decide on the elements to include in their answers. 

The resource dimension of the CRAS Scale refers to candidates being asked to 

use data and information given in a question. Both the Leaving Level and 

Matriculation Level examination papers gave little attention to that. An exception 

was the following question in the mapping section of the 1972 Matriculation Level 

examination and based on an extract of the 1:50,000 topographical map: 

1972 Q13: Using sketch maps and cross-sections: (a) Examine the 
relationship between drainage patterns and relief form as shown on the map. 
(b) Comment upon the patterns of (i) settlement and (ii) land-use and the 
degree to which one reflects the other. (c) With the aid of the vertical air 
photo and map, comment upon the site and urban morphology of the town of 
Beechworth. 
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A region in the State of New South Wales was depicted on the accompanying map 

and that is likely to have posed a real challenge to candidates from Western Australia 

unfamiliar with the region. 

The latter question also assessed candidates’ acquaintance not only with 

topographical maps but also with aerial photographs. All of the resources needed to 

assist one in answering the question and demonstrate comprehension and apply 

information were provided on the map. These included contour lines, symbols, scale 

and colour and an accompanying aerial photograph. Clearly posing questions like 

this was appropriate for a Matriculation Level examination. 

The ‘abstractness’ dimension of the CRAS Scale refers to dealing with ideas 

rather than concrete objects or phenomena. One can see in Table 24 above that the 

Matriculation Level examination was heavily laden with questions rated high on this 

scale. They required of candidates that they analyse and explain patterns and 

distribution and demonstrate comprehension of technical terms rather than just 

provide narrative and description. An example taken from the 1972 Matriculation 

Level examination is the following: 

1972 Q4: What is meant by looking at a problem ‘from a geographical point 
of view’? 

This question is based on a broad statement open to interpretation. Further, the 

candidate was expected to devise a strategy, present explanations, maintain an 

argument and demonstrate an understanding of technical terms and knowledge of 

relevant examples. Once again, questions of this type were appropriate for those 

aspiring to attend university. 
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The ‘strategy’ dimension of the CRAS Scale refers to the ability of candidates 

to devise or select and maintain a method for tackling a question. On that, Table 24 

above indicates that the Matriculation Level examination paper favoured assessing 

high levels of demand rather than low or medium level. Thus candidates sitting it 

were expected to demonstrate an ability to select relevant information, select 

appropriate strategies for tackling the question and monitor and regulate their 

cognitive processes. 

An example of a Matriculation Level examination question rated high on the 

strategy dimension is as follows: 

1972 Q10: Write an essay on the importance of distance in human 
geography. 

The absence both of structure and of prompts in this question is clear. Candidates 

were required to devise, organise and monitor a strategy to answer the question. 

Finally, the summary table also shows that the Leaving Level examination paper 

contained far more questions rated medium (10) compared to the Matriculation Level 

examination (1). 

To conclude, from the comparative analysis of the 1972 Matriculation Level 

examination and the 1972 Leaving Level examination in geography, it is clear that 

the two papers were very different. The former was designed to test candidates 

classified as having ‘high ability’ in order to determine their suitability for entry to 

university studies. Hence it was heavily weighted towards unstructured questions. 

The Matriculation Level examination also generally had more ratings of ‘high’ on 

all of the dimensions of the CRAS Scale than did the Leaving Level examination. 
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Spatial characteristics of selected geography textbooks detailed 
in the syllabus for the period 1958-1974 

The spatial characteristics of geography textbooks recommended in the Leaving 

Certificate geography syllabus from 1958 to 1974 were analysed to compare the 

amount of space given on each page to text, to illustrative material and to activity 

material. One of these analysed is Africa and the Americas,113 that is volume three 

in a ‘Geography for Secondary Schools’ series written by two Australians, Ford and 

Rowe, for Australian students. In the preface the authors state: 

[The book is] intended to provide an extension of the basic geographic 
knowledge and skills introduced by the earlier volumes of the series written 
for pupils of secondary schools. At the same time it is aimed at giving certain 
more advanced principles of systematic and regional geography. … 
Addressed to senior students, the work is so organised as to promote a 
progressively deeper understanding of the complex relationships between 
people and the land in the modern world and more especially in the three 
continents under consideration. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of what followed is presented in Table 25 

below: 

 
E. Ford and B. Rowe 1956 Africa and the Americas. Sydney: Angus and Robertson 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

24x16cm 348p B&W maps, diagrams, 
graphs 

67% 25.5% 7.5% plus questions at 
end of chapters 

Table 25: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Africa and the Americas. 

 
The contents pages show that the 32 chapters are arranged in sections according to 

three continents, namely Africa, North America and South America. There is an 

index, a list of references that could form the nucleus of a school library, and an 

 
113 E. Ford and B. Rowe (1956). Africa and the Americas. Sydney: Angus and Robertson. 
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appendix on ‘memory mapping’ exercises offered for practice for test and 

examination answers. 

Approximately two-thirds (67 per cent) of the spatial content is text. Of what 

remains, one quarter (25.5 per cent) is devoted to black and white illustrations and 

7.5 per cent contain exercises that are located at the end of each chapter. Rather 

curiously, it is surprising to see the nations of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya 

consistently referred to throughout as the “Barbary States” since use of the term was 

discontinued from the early 19th century.  

Another textbook used during the period was The World: A General Regional 

Geography114 by Stembridge, Withers and Garnier. The preface to the book states:  

This book was designed to cover the requirements of the Public Examinations 
Board of the Universities of Adelaide, Queensland and Western Australia, of 
the School’s Board of the University of Melbourne, of the Board of 
Secondary School Studies, Department of Education, New South Wales and 
of similar bodies in New Zealand. It describes how Man is conditioned by 
his environment and how he, in turn, responds to his environment. Thus the 
emphasis is on the human side of Geography and the main object is to show 
the nature of the world as the physical home of Man. 

The overview of the results of the analysis of what followed is shown below in Table 

26. 

 
Stembridge, J. H., Withers, R. B. and 
Garnier, B. J. 

1956 The World: A General Regional Geography. 2nd ed. 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

19x13cm 584p B&W plates, maps, 
diagrams tables 

84.4% 15.6% Nil.  Exercises at end 
of chapters 

Table 26: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The World: A General Regional Geography. 

 
114 J. H. Stembridge, R. B. Withers and B. J. Garnier (1956). The World: A General Regional 

Geography. Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 
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The accompanying contents pages are divided into seven parts: ‘general geography’; 

‘Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands’; ‘Europe; Asia; North America’; 

‘South America’; and ‘Africa’ while the very detailed index is 14 pages long. At the 

end of each chapter a list of exercises, some of which are examination essay 

questions, is included. Most (84.4 per cent) of the pages are given over to text while 

only a small proportion (15.6 per cent) is taken up by illustrations. 

Eurasia and Australasia115 is the fourth textbook in the ‘Geography for 

Secondary Schools’ series. It was also written by Ford and Rowe. In the foreword 

they describe the aim of the series as being 

…to promote a progressively deeper understanding of complex relationships 
between people and land in the modern world. This is best gained by a 
recognition of the relative importance of the physical earth and the economic 
utilisation of its resources by man in terms of his heritage of traditions, 
attitudes, objectives and technological skills. Such a recognition leads to a 
geographical way of thinking and an awareness of the fact that the patterns 
of land use can only be fully appreciated against a background of historical, 
social and political trends and problems. Opportunity is taken also to show 
how geographic features have contributed to the development of major world 
problems in the political and economic fields. 

That statement is reflective of the approach taken throughout the work. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of this textbook is shown below in 

Table 27. 

 
Ford, E. and Rowe, B. 1958 Eurasia and Australasia. Sydney: Angus and Robertson 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

24x16cm 467p B&W maps, diagrams, 
tables, graphs 

67.75% 30.25% 2% Exercises at end 
of chapters 

Table 27: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Eurasia and Australasia. 

 
115 E. Ford and B. Rowe (1958). Eurasia and Australasia. Sydney: Angus and Robertson. 
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A comprehensive list of contents and a detailed index are provided. A bibliography 

of reference books for depositing in a school library is also outlined and exercises 

are presented at the end of each chapter, to provide students with opportunities for 

engaging in map interpretation, map making, and revision of geography vocabulary. 

The analysis of the spatial content shows that approximately two thirds (67.75 per 

cent) of the pages are text, while just less than one third (30.25 per cent) is committed 

to illustrations. 

Tweedie and Robinson, the authors of another recommended book The 

Regions of Australia,116 claim in the introduction that it filled a gap saying it “may 

appeal to a wider public than the high school children for whom it is primarily 

intended”. However, its usefulness as a school textbook was limited as no activities, 

exercises or questions are presented although a list of references for further reading 

is outlined at the end of each chapter. 

An overview of the analysis of the spatial content of this textbook is shown 

below in Table 28. 

 
Tweedie, A. D. and Robinson, K. W. 1963 The Regions of Australia. Croydon, Vic.: Longmans 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 21-30, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

22x14cm 
228p 

Photos, maps, diags (part 
colour), tables 

65.5% 34.5% Nil 

Table 28: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The Regions of Australia. 

 
116 A. D. Tweedie and K. W. Robinson (1963). The Regions of Australia. Croydon, Vic: Longmans. 
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There is a concise contents page. A list of plates and maps is also provided but there 

is no index. Further, two thirds (65.5 per cent) of the book is text and one third (34.5 

per cent) filled with illustrations and no exercises. 

Another book recommended for use in the geography course was Geography 

and World Affairs117 once again by Ford and Rowe. In the foreword they state: 

The book gives a concise survey of the geographical background to major 
currents in world affairs. It will provide a basis for better understanding of 
those developments on a political level which arise out of the physical, social 
and economic geography of the areas involved. Although it has been written 
primarily to meet the needs of students of geography in senior forms of high 
school. … The main body of the text, Section Two, provides material relating 
to the physical environment and the historical, economic, social and political 
geography of various countries, regions and continents. Section One and 
Three examine features of population, race, religion, illiteracy, production, 
hunger and disease in the world as a whole. 

Approximately two thirds (66.2 per cent) of the book is devoted to text and the other 

third (33.8 per cent) contains illustrations. Additionally, a review and a set of 

discussion activities are outlined at the end of each section.  

An overview of the results of the analysis of the book is presented below in 

Table 29. 

 
Ford, E. and Rowe, B. 1965 Geography and World Affairs. Sydney: Angus and 

Robertson 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
23x16cm 

400p 
B&W maps, tables, 
diagrams 

66.2% 33.8% Nil. Exercises at 
end of each Section 

Table 29: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Geography and World Affairs. 

 

 
117 E. Ford and B. Rowe (1965). Geography and World Affairs. Sydney: Angus and Robertson. 



 234 

The contents pages are comprehensive and there is an index. A ‘further reading’ list 

also appears at the end of the textbook. 

Another book yet again analysed is Australia and New Zealand,118 and is Book 

One of an ‘Advanced Level Geography Series’ written by Money. The foreword 

states it provides the “A Level student with a factual geographical account of the 

nature, resources and development of these countries” and their external territories. 

The nomenclature relates to the fact that it was written by a sixth form geography 

master of Bedford School, England. Further, it was written for the British student 

and published in London. 

The presentation of the content is in two parts, one on each country. There is 

also a list of illustrations and tables in the fore pages. Presented at the end of the 

book is a general index and an index to proper names. There is also a comprehensive 

list of references of ‘further reading’ related to each chapter. 

Table 30 below is an overview of results of the analysis of this textbook: 

Money, D. C.  1968 Australia and New Zealand. 4th ed. London: 
University Tutorial Press 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

22x15cm 
460p 

B&W maps, plates, 
diagrams, tables 

64.5% 35.5% Nil 

 Table 30: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Australia and New Zealand. 

Of the spatial content, 64.5 per cent is text and 35.5 per cent is devoted to maps, 

diagrams and tables. There are also black and white photographic plates. No 

 
118 D. C. Money (1968). Australia and New Zealand. London: University Tutorial Press. 
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activities or exercises are outlined in the book, a matter that is likely to have 

depreciated the value of its use in schools. 

The final book that was analysed is the 19th edition of The World: A General 

Geography,119 revised after the death of the original author, Sir Dudley Stamp in 

1966 and published in 1977. The preface to the first edition published back in 1927 

states it was written specifically for high school students in India “in the simplest 

possible language for students whose mother tongue is not English.” A second 

edition was issued in England in 1929 and since then was revised and rewritten in a 

number of other languages. On this, the preface states that it probably had “been 

more widely used [around the world] than any other geography textbook”. 

Table 31 below presents the overview results of the analysis of this textbook: 

 
Stamp, D 1977 The World: A General Geography. 19th ed London: Longman 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

21x14cm 
611p 

 B&W maps, diagrams  76.3% 23.7% Nil 

Table 31: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The World: A General Geography. 

 
A contents page and index are provided. Three quarters (76.3 per cent) of the book 

is text and a quarter (23.7 per cent) is devoted to black and white diagrams and maps. 

No activities, questions or exercises are outlined. 

In conclusion, the analyses presented above of the spatial characteristics of 

seven of the textbooks used during the period reveals 70 per cent of pages devoted 

to text, with illustrations filling most of the rest of the space available and only  

 
119 L. D. Stamp (1977). The World: A General Geography. London: Longman. 
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1 per cent devoted to student activities. It is likely the latter feature rendered the 

textbooks not very useful for students who wished to extend themselves 

academically or revise what they had learnt while studying the content detailed. 

Nevertheless, more illustrations than that which appeared in the textbooks used in 

the previous period improved the appearance of the pages, made them less daunting 

for those students deemed ‘less able’, and likely enabled all students to visualise 

particular features described. 

Conclusion 

This chapter was concerned with the construction of geography as a senior secondary 

school subject in Western Australian government schools during the period from 

1958 to 1974. The broad contexts that influenced curriculum change were outlined. 

A discussion of the developments in general schooling and curriculum 

internationally, in Australia and in the State of Western Australia then followed. 

Developments in geography curriculum in Britain, America and in Australia were 

then described. The Western Australian Leaving Certificate geography syllabus that 

applied from 1958 to 1974 was then analysed. This was followed by an analysis of 

a selection of Leaving Certificate examination papers, namely those for 1959, 1964 

and 1972. Additionally, the 1972 Matriculation Level examination paper was 

analysed and compared to the Leaving Level examinations. The next chapter 

examines the period from 1975 to 1998 and adopts a similar format to this chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

1975 – 1997 
ERA OF PATTERNS, PROCESSES AND WORLD PROBLEMS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with the period from 1975 to 1997. First, it presents the 

broad historical context of national developments in Australia. Secondly, 

developments in general schooling and curriculum internationally, in Australia and 

in the State of Western Australia are discussed. Thirdly, developments in relation to 

the geography curriculum in Britain, America and Australia are described by way of 

background to a detailed analysis of the Western Australian Leaving Certificate 

geography syllabus that follows. 

National Developments 

The year 1975 was one of political turmoil in Australia ending with the dismissal of 

the Whitlam Federal Labor government and “the most serious constitutional crisis in 

Australia’s history”.1 From then until 1991 there was only one change of Federal 

government when a coalition of conservative parties2 led by Prime Minister Malcolm 

Fraser (1975-1983) was succeeded by a Labor government under Prime Minister 

Robert Hawke (1983-1991).3 Australian society was now “more diverse and 

 
1 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

p. 242. 
2 A Coalition of the Liberal Party of Australia and the Country Party. 
3 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
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sophisticated” but the “sober national mood” reflected “economic insecurity”4 

brought on by economic recession and rising unemployment. The conservative 

government’s response was to impose control on public spending and place restraint 

on wage increases. By the late 1970s, following harsh government measures inflation 

was down, unemployment levels had stabilised and government spending was 

reduced. However, in the early 1980s a renewed global recession compounded by a 

‘wages breakout’5 engulfed the nation. Both inflation and unemployment climbed to 

over 10 per cent and by 1982-1983 Australia was in a deep recession.6 

The Australian Labor Party came to office in the 1983 Federal election7 and 

commenced a program of economic reform by negotiating a wages accord with the 

trade unions.8 A new “economic liberalisation” approach aimed at making the 

nation’s economy more productive and competitive.9 The 1987 stock market crash,10 

however, affected stock market values around the world. Huge financial institutions 

 
4 P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.) The Cambridge 

History of Australia, Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013, pp. 135-161, p. 151. 

5 L. Berger-Thomson, J. Breusch and L. Lilley (2018). Australia’s Experience with Economic 
Reform. Treasury Working Paper. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. p. 25. 
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-03/p2018-t332486-economic-reform-v2.pdf  

6 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
7 P. Strangio (2013). Instability, 1966-82. p 160. 
8 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 248. 
9 J. Walter (2013). Growth resumed 1983-2000. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.) The 

Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013, pp. 162-186, p. 166. 

10 R. Roll (1988). The international crash of October 1987. Financial Analysts Journal. 44 (5):  
 19-35. 
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in Australia had to be rescued by government. By July 1990 the country’s economy 

was in recession.11 

When Paul Keating became Prime Minister in December 1991 his focus was 

on domestic economic problems. He set out to improve workforce skills, reform the 

labour market, introduce a national compulsory superannuation scheme providing 

security for retirement, increase national savings and enable the government to 

redirect aged pensions to finance government programs.12 Notwithstanding 

achievements on these fronts, John Howard, the parliamentary Liberal Party leader, 

came to power in 1996 and as prime minister continued the economic reform and 

restructuring policies of the previous government.13 

As employment in the manufacturing sector declined through restructuring of 

the economy there was growth in the services sector and a shift away from manual 

and trade work to professional and clerical employment.14 Unemployment rose from 

2.3 per cent in 1974 to 5.8 per cent in early 1979.15 Industrial centres were hit hard, 

young school leavers could not find work (20 per cent of females and 15 per cent of 

males aged between 15 and 19 years were unemployed in 1979) and recently arrived 

immigrants were more likely to be unemployed than were Australian born people.16 

 
11 I. Macfarlane (2007). The Search for Stability: Boyer Lectures 2006. Lecture 4. ABC Audio 

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/boyerlectures/lecture-4-the-recession-of-1990-
and-its-legacy/3353124 

12 P. Keating (2000). Engagement: Australia Faces the Asia-Pacific. Sydney: Macmillan; J. Walter 
(2013). Growth resumed 1983-2000. 

13 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 265 
14 J. Walter (2013). Growth resumed 1983-2000. 
15 H. McQueen (2004). Social Sketches of Australia 1888-2001. St Lucia: Queensland University 

Press, p. 267. 
16 Ibid., p. 267. 
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As total migration numbers declined the Asian component of it rose 31 per cent in 

1979 due mainly to refugees arriving from conflicts in South East Asia.17 

In the mid 1980s two terms became prominent in Australian political and 

economic debate, namely, ‘economic rationalism’18 and ‘globalisation’.1920 

Relatedly, the authorities were called upon to legitimate the privatisation of 

government enterprises and the closing of public services and schools. Subsequently, 

unemployment rose through redundancies in public and private enterprises and the 

closing of manufacturing plants.21 At a time of remarkable economic growth in the 

1990s, salary and wage inequalities grew and there was a reduction in the number of 

full-time positions at work.22 

By the 1980s a fear had grown that “the central principle of the Australian 

Settlement, a strong state to protect living standards, would yield to the operation of 

the free market”.23 That was a time when only one in five households consisted of a 

male income earner with a fulltime housewife and children. Further, due to divorce, 

death or unmarried motherhood many children were living in single parent 

 
17 H. McQueen (2004). Social Sketches of Australia 1888-2001, p. 296.; J. Walter (2013). Growth 

resumed 1983-2000, p. 183. 
18 M. Pusey (1991). Economic Rationalism in Canberra: A Nation Building State Changes its Mind. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  Pusey’s book started a national debate on ‘economic 
rationalism’ and brought the term into common usage although it had been in use in Australia as 
early as the 1970s. J. Quiggin (1997). Economic Rationalism. Crossings. 2 (1):  
3-12. 

19 R. H. Fagan and M. J. Webber (1994). Global Restructuring: The Australian Experience. 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 

20 N. Brown (1995). Governing Prosperity: Social Change and Social Analysis in Australia in the 
1950s. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

21 J. Walter (2013). Growth resumed 1983-2000. 
22 Ibid., p. 183. 
23 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia, p. 249. 
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households.24 The public now also recognised more closely than previously that 

there were gay couples, single parents and parents supporting children of working 

age but still living with their parents as they were unable to provide a deposit for a 

home of their own.25 This was also a period of widespread youth unemployment. 

Governments responded by introducing programs to encourage youth to engage in 

training. Others were encouraged to remain at school.26 

Developments in General Schooling and Curriculum 
Internationally and in Australia 

 
In the 1980s, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) promoted interest in the role of education in national economic restructuring 

linked to reform in government and education. Soon nations were using the forces 

of globalisation and microeconomic reform to align education with business and 

vocational curricula and to forge market-based systems of accountability and 

control.27 Associated rhetoric on restructuring in Australia, related to replacing 

centralisation and control with decentralisation of responsibility.28 29 ‘Marketisation’ 

and ‘privatisation’ were also features of developments in education. They became 

 
24 H. McQueen (2004). Social Sketches of Australia 1888-2001. 
25 S. Macintyre (2009). A Concise History of Australia. 
26 W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education 1960-1985. Hawthorn, Vic: Australian 

Council for Educational Research. 
27 S. Marginson (1997). Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
28 H. Beare and W. L. Boyd (1993). Restructuring Schools: An International Perspective on the 

Movement to Transform the Control and Performance of Schools. Washington, DC: Falmer; B. J. 
Caldwell (1998). Strategic leadership, resource management and effective school reform. Journal 
of Educational Administration. 36 (5): 445-461; H. Daun (1997). National forces, globalisation 
and education restructuring: some European response patterns. Compare. 27 (1): 19-41; C. 
Dimmock (1999). The management of dilemmas in school restructuring: A case analysis. School 
Leadership and Management. 19 (1): 97-113. 

29 For an example of restructuring and rationalisation of an Australian State school system see: J. 
Pardy and L. F. Preston (2015). The great unravelling: restructuring and reorganising education 
and schooling in Victoria, 1980-1992. History of Education Review. 44 (1): 99-114. 
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most evident in the highly industrialised nations of Europe, North America, Australia 

and New Zealand, as well as in newly industrialised and developing countries.30 

In the 1980s and 1990s governments and such inter-governmental 

organisations as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), the European Commission and the World Bank promoted a 

related development, namely, that of the ‘internationalisation of curriculum’.31 Soon 

the appeal became ubiquitous around the world32 with education coming to be 

viewed as a global commodity fully internationalised and even internationally 

tradable.33 It was described as being connected to a knowledge economy teaching 

learning capabilities34 to deal with diverse and constantly changing conditions of 

work with ingenuity and creativity.35 Related to it was the notion of ‘lifelong 

learning’.36 

 
30 S. J. Ball and D. Youdell (2007). Hidden Privatisation in Public Education: Preliminary Report. 

Education International, 5th World Congress, Berlin, July 2007. 
31 F. Rizvi and L. Walsh (1998). Difference, globalisation and the internationalisation of curriculum. 

Australian Universities’ Review. 41 (2): 7-11, p. 7. 
32 F. Rizvi (2007). Internationalization of curriculum: a critical perspective. In M. Hayden, J. Levy 

and J. Thompson (Eds.). The SAGE Handbook of Research in International Education. London: 
Sage Publications. pp. 390-403. 

33 A. Green (2002). The many faces of lifelong learning: Recent education policy trends in Europe. 
Journal of Education Policy. 17: (6): 611-626. 

34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 J. Chapman and D. Aspin (1997). Schools as centres of lifelong learning for all. In M. J. Hatton 

(Ed.). Lifelong Learning: Policies, Practices, and Programs. School of Media Studies, Humber 
College: Toronto, Ontario, 1997, pp. 154-167; On 21 November 2001 the European Commission 
adopted a communication on Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality.https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2001:0678:FIN:EN:PDF 
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European Union member states showed a tendency to move towards 

comprehensive school structures37 with an emphasis on providing a broad and 

balanced curriculum.38 Many countries also reviewed their school curricula and new 

subjects such as citizenship education and technology were being taught.39 There 

was also a new emphasis on teaching values and skills. Changes in assessment 

processes and qualifications were also extensive.40 Concurrently there was a 

broadening of vocational curricula to address the needs of occupational sectors rather 

than specific occupations.41 Politicians and education bureaucrats in many Western 

nations also introduced national curricula based on managerial outcomes-based 

education principles.42 

In Australia the end of the economic boom years of the 1950s and 1960s placed 

increasing strain on government provision of education.43 Nevertheless, the Whitlam 

government, through the newly formed Australian Schools Commission, increased 

public expenditure on education from 4 per cent of GDP in 1970-1971 to 6.1 per cent 

by 1977-197844 and the Karmel Report of 1973 recommended the allocation of per 

 
37 OECD (1994). School: A Matter of Choice. Centre for Educational Research and Innovation. Paris. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development. 
38 A. Green (2002). The many faces of lifelong learning: Recent education policy trends in Europe. 
39 J. Le Métais (2003). International trends in curriculum frameworks. The Educational Forum, 67 

(3): 235-247. 
40 A. Green (2002). The many faces of lifelong learning: Recent education policy trends in Europe. 
41 J. Le Métais (2003). International trends in curriculum frameworks. 
42 M. A. Clements (1996). The national curriculum in Australia. Education Research and 

Perspectives. 23 (1): 61. 
43 A. Mackinnon and H. Proctor (2013). Education. In A. Bashford and S. Macintyre (Eds.) The 

Cambridge History of Australia. Vol 2 The Commonwealth of Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013, pp. 429-451. 

44 A. Mackinnon and H. Proctor (2013). Education, p. 444. 
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capita grants to all government and non-government schools on the basis of need.45 

The technical education sector was also expanded. Indeed, by 1971 there were far 

more students in technical education (400,000) than in the universities and colleges 

of advanced education (167,000).46 The take up of the recommendations of the 

Kangan Report of 197447 led to the establishment of the area as ‘technical and further 

education’ (TAFE) and as a distinct education sector attracting Commonwealth 

funding.48 

There was also a move from a “narrow and rigid concept” of TAFE as only 

serving the manpower needs of industry to a “broader concept that they exist to meet 

the needs of people as individuals”.49 It sought to up-skill the workforce facilitated 

by a framework of ‘key competencies’50 as recommended in a series of reports and 

 
45 Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission and P. H. Karmel (1973). Schools in 

Australia: Report of the Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission. (Karmel 
Report). Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service. 

46 D. S. Anderson and A.E. Vervoorn (1983). Access to Privilege: Patterns of Participation in 
Australian Post-Secondary Education. Canberra: ANU Press. 

47 Australian Committee on Technical and Further Education and M. Kangan (1975). TAFE in 
Australia: Report on Needs in Technical and Further Education. (Kangan Report). Canberra: 
Australian Government Publishing Service. 

48 G. Goozee (2001). The Development of TAFE in Australia. Leebrook, Sth Aust: National Centre 
for Vocational Education Research. 

49 K. Beazley (1980). The Commonwealth Ministry of Education: An experience in the Whitlam 
Government, 1972–1975. Critical Studies in Education. 22 (1): 1–60. 

50 “Key competencies are competencies essential for effective participation in the emerging patterns 
of work and work organisation. They focus on the capacity to apply knowledge and skills in an 
integrated way in work situations. Key Competencies are generic in that they apply to work 
generally rather than being specific to work in particular occupations or industries. This 
characteristic means that the key competencies are not only essential for effective participation in 
work but are also essential for effective participation in further education and adult life more 
generally.” E. Mayer (1992). Putting General Education to Work: The Key Competencies Report 
of the Committee to advise the Australian Education Council and Ministers of Vocational 
Education, Employment and Training on Employment-Related Key Competencies for 
Postcompulsory Education and Training. (Mayer Report). Melbourne: Australian Education 
Council, p. 5.  
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a discussion paper.51 Private providers of vocational education also emerged in ‘the 

training market’, viewing students as ‘purchasers’. Further, among 20 to 24 year 

olds, the proportion of those enrolled in some form of education and training rose 

from 19.8 per cent in 1982 to 27.8 per cent in 1991.52 

The increasing internationalisation of education in Australia reflected similar 

reforms elsewhere.53 There were also echoes of the ‘back-to-basics’ movement of 

the 1980s and 1990s in the UK, the USA and Canada.54 A reduced role of 

governments towards ‘minimisation’ of State provision had also been noted.55 

Further, across the nation students remained at school into the senior years in greater 

numbers.56 For example, participation of 16 year olds in school rose from 58 per cent 

 
51 Australian Education Council. Review Committee and B. T. Finn (1991). Young Peoples’ 

Participation in Post-Compulsory Education and Training (Finn Review). Canberra; Australian 
Education Council; Department of Employment, Education and Training (1991) A New Structured 
Entry-Level Training System for Australia. Discussion Paper. Canberra: Department of 
Employment, Education and Training; Employment and Skills Formation Council (Australia), L. 
Carmichael and National Board of Employment, Education and Training (1992). Australian 
Vocational Certificate Training System. (Carmichael Report). Canberra: National Board of 
Employment, Education and Training, 1992; E. Mayer (1992). Putting General Education to 
Work: The Key Competencies Report of the Committee to advise the Australian Education Council 
and Ministers of Vocational Education, Employment and Training on Employment-Related Key 
Competencies for Postcompulsory Education and Training (Mayer Report). Melbourne: 
Australian Education Council and Ministers for Vocational Education, Employment and Training. 

52 S. Marginson (1997) Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 191. 

53 A. R. Welch (1996). Australian Education: Reform or Crisis? St Leonards, NSW: Allen and 
Unwin. 

54 S. Marginson (1997). Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960.  
55 H. Beare (1993). Different ways of viewing school-site councils: Whose paradigm is in use here? 

In W. L. Boyd Restructuring Schools: An International Perspective on the Movement to 
Transform the Control and Performance of Schools. Melbourne: Routledge, 1993, pp. 200-217; 
J. Codd (1990). Educational policy and the crisis of the New Zealand state. In J. Codd and S. 
Middleton New Zealand Education Policy Today: Critical Perspectives. Wellington, N.Z.: Allen 
and Unwin, 1990, pp. 191-205; Y. L. J. Lam (2001) Economic rationalism and education reforms 
in developed countries. Journal of Educational Administration. 39 (4): 346-358. 

56 M. Lindsay (1990). An Overview of Current Issues in Primary and Secondary Education: National 
and State Perspectives. Research Service Background Paper. Canberra: Department of 
Parliamentary Library. 
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in 1982 to 80.9 per cent in 1992 while the participation of 17 year olds doubled.57 

Further, as the retention rate to year 12 rose there was an increase in the proportion 

of students attending non-government schools that were now receiving increased 

Commonwealth support.58 These included low fee-paying independent schools 

usually located in the outer suburbs of the larger cities and often with links to 

Christian churches.59 

Government schools also became increasingly residualised60 in terms of the 

concentration of lower performing students in particular schools as the growth in 

public funding of private schools was not matched by that devoted to government 

schools. Windle observed that when the Howard led conservative government took 

office in 1996: 

…every Federal Government dollar spent on public schools (which are 
funded primarily by state governments) was matched by close to AU$3.50 
spent on private schools. By the end of its term, the figure had ballooned to 
five dollars to private schooling for every dollar spent on public schooling.61 

 
57 S. Marginson (1997) Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960,  

p. 190. 
58 Between 1975 and 1983 Commonwealth funding of government schools decreased by almost 19 

per cent while the funding of private schools increased by 100 per cent S. Marginson (1997) 
Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960, p. 68. 

59 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 
South Wales. Education Research and Perspectives. 34 (1): 136-178. 

60 A ‘residual school’ is one that only attracts students from families who are unwilling or unable to 
pay the school fees charged by non-government schools. Residualised schools are unable to attract 
academically able students and quality teachers leading to difficulty in presenting a 
comprehensive curriculum offering the full academic range, lack attractive facilities, become run 
down and are considered to be second best if not failing. C. Campbell and G. Sherington (2006). 
A genealogy of an Australian system of comprehensive high schools: the contribution of 
educational progressivism to the one best form of universal secondary education, 1900–1940. 
Paedagogica Historica. 42 (1-2): 191-210. 

61 J. Windle (2009). The limits of school choice: Some implications for accountability of selective 
practices and positional competition in Australian education. Critical Studies in Education. 50 (3) 
p. 233. 
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Further, the average student-to-teacher ratio in government schools across the 

country rose from 14.7 per cent in 1987 to 15.4 per cent in 1995,62 while the income 

from government subsidies and rising tuition fees enabled “private schools to 

improve their student to teacher ratios substantially”.63 According to Marginson that 

was hardly surprising “because the majority of the decision makers influential in 

public education – politicians, businessmen, bureaucrats, academics – educated their 

children outside the State system and had nothing invested in it”.64 In the early 1980s 

the most popular senior secondary school subjects taken were English, biology, 

commercial and legal studies, history, general mathematics, chemistry and 

accounting.65 In response to growing public unease about this and the quality of 

school education, committees of inquiry into this were established across the nation 

that produced several reports.66 The Commonwealth government also established 

committees on the matter and on related aspects of schooling.67 

 
62 S. Marginson (1997). Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960,  

p. 217. 
63 L. Watson and C. Ryan (2010). Choosers and Losers: The Impact of Government Subsidies on 

Australian Secondary Schools. Australian Journal of Education. 54 (1): 86-107. p. 94. 
64 S. Marginson (1997). Educating Australia: Government, Economy and Citizen Since 1960, p. 69. 
65 W. F. Connell (1993). Reshaping Australian Education 1960-1985. 
66 Queensland. Legislative Assembly. Select Committee on Education in Queensland (1980). Final 

Report of the Select Committee on Education in Queensland (Ahern Report). Brisbane 
Government Printer; New South Wales. Parliament. Legislative Assembly. Select Committee 
upon the School Certificate and B. McGowan (1980). Report from the Select Committee of the 
Legislative Assembly upon the School Certificate (McGowan Report). Sydney: Government 
Printer; Committee of Enquiry into Education in South Australia (1982). Education and Change 
in South Australia: Report of the Committee of Enquiry into Education in South Australia (Keeves 
Report). Adelaide: Education Department of South Australia; Committee of Inquiry into 
Education in Western Australia (1984). Education in Western Australia: Report of the Committee 
of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia (Beazley Report.) Perth: Government Printer; 
Victoria. Ministerial Review of Postcompulsory Schooling and J. Blackburn (1985). Ministerial 
Review of Postcompulsory Schooling: Report (Blackburn Report). Melbourne: Ministerial Review 
of Postcompulsory Schooling. 

67 A. Barcan (2007). Comprehensive secondary schools in Australia: A view from Newcastle, New 
South Wales. 
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National Curriculum developments 

To facilitate the task of the national economic structural adjustment it envisaged, the 

Federal government deemed that a ‘national curriculum’ was required. However, it 

was realised that producing it would not be an easy task because the Federal 

government had no constitutional responsibility for school level education.68 That 

responsibility rested with the States. Nevertheless, the Skills for Australia69 report of 

1987 emphasised the need for common skill formation policies for the nation. That 

was followed in May 1988 by a ministerial statement titled Strengthening Australia’s 

Schools70 that called for a common curriculum framework and a common national 

approach to assessment. In response, the Australian Education Council (comprising 

State and Territory Ministers for Education) initiated a review of curricula across the 

country to identify commonalities and differences. 

At the end of 1988 a report, Mapping the Australian Curriculum,71 reported 

that in the senior secondary school years across the nation content-based subjects 

were dominant, reflecting the continuing influence of external examinations.72 It also 

reported that the provision of school-based and school-assessed courses, and the 

publicly examined subjects had expanded the senior secondary school curriculum. 

Then in April 1989 the Australian Education Council adopted ten national goals for 

 
68 K. Kennedy, P. Marland and A. Sturman (1995). Implementing National Curriculum Statements 

and Profiles: Corporate Federalism in Retreat. Paper prepared for the Annual Conference of the 
Australian Association for Research in Education, Hobart, 26-30 November 1995. 

69 J. Dawkins and A. C. Holding (1987). Skills for Australia. Canberra: Australian Government 
Publishing Service. 

70 J. Dawkins (1988). Strengthening Australia’s Schools. Canberra: Australian Government 
Publishing Service. 

71 Australian Education Council (1988). Mapping the Australian Curriculum. 
72 A. Barcan (2003). The struggle for curriculum reform in Australia 1987-1993. Education and 

Research Perspectives. 30 (2): 108-139. 
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Australian schooling enshrined in the Hobart Declaration on Schooling.73 That 

called for high standards of knowledge and skills. Further, in April 1991 it approved 

eight ‘key learning areas’ rather than individual disciplines for a national 

curriculum.74 These were English, mathematics, science, languages other than 

English, technology, studies of society and environment, the arts, and health. 

‘National curriculum statements’ and ‘profiles’75 for each learning area were to be 

prepared by June 1993 that would outline the main knowledge and skills for each 

learning area, the essential elements (‘strands’), and the learning outcomes. 

The national curriculum thus was envisaged as outcomes-based and the use of 

‘outcomes-based education’ became established as a nationwide education policy.76 

The reluctance of State governments, however, to relinquish control of curriculum 

effectively blocked attempts to develop a national curriculum.77 Nevertheless, the 

National Curriculum Statements and Profiles were still adopted by the States. That 

was necessary to ensure they continued to receive Federal government funding for 

curriculum development.78 Then in 1988 the Council intensified the attention it gave 

to post-compulsory schooling and training.79 

 
73  Australian Education Council. (1989). The Hobart Declaration on Schooling. 
74 L. Brady and K. Kennedy (2007). Curriculum Construction. French’s Forest, NSW: Pearson 

Education Australia. 
75  In Western Australia the profiles are referred to as ‘student outcome statements’. 
76  C. Marsh (2010). Studies of Society and Environment (SOSE): Does it have a future? Ethos. 18 

(4): 10-14, 34. 
77  A. Mackinnon and H. Proctor (2013). Education, p. 446. 
78 N. Casinader (2015). Geography and the Australian curriculum: Unfulfilled knowledges in 

secondary school education. Geographical Research. 53 (1): 95-105 p. 98 
79 M. Watt (1997). National Curriculum Collaboration: The State of Reform in the States and 

Territories. Paper presented at the Biannual Meeting of the Australian Curriculum Studies 
Association, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, 10-13 July, 1997. 
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Two years later the Australian Education Council produced Young People’s 

Participation in Post-Compulsory Education and Training80 popularly known as the 

‘Finn Review’. This declared that general and vocational education were converging. 

It also identified six ‘key areas of competence’ it recommended for adoption across 

the curricula of senior secondary school and TAFE;81 competencies represent what 

is expected of an employee and his/her ability to transfer and apply skills and 

knowledge to a variety of workplaces.82 Then in 1992 Putting General Education to 

Work: The Key Competencies Report83 popularly known as the ‘Mayer Report’ 

outlined a development of the concept of key competencies recommended so that 

they could be used in curriculum development and to ensure nationally consistent 

assessment and reporting. These seven ‘Mayer key competencies’84 were deemed 

essential for preparing entry-level employees for the workforce. It was argued that 

they were generic across all subject areas.85 

 
80 Australian Education Council. Review Committee and B. T. Finn (1991). Young Peoples’ 

Participation in Post-Compulsory Education and Training (Finn Review). 
81  A. Barcan (2003). The struggle for curriculum reform in Australia 1987-1993. 
82 T. A. O’Donoghue and E. Chapman (2010). Problems and prospects in competencies-based 

education: A curriculum studies perspective. Education Research and Perspectives. 37 (1):  
85-104.  

83 E. Mayer (1992) Putting General Education to Work: The Key Competencies Report of the 
Committee to advise the Australian Education Council and Ministers of Vocational Education, 
Employment and Training on Employment-Related Key Competencies for Postcompulsory 
Education and Training. (Mayer Report). 

84 The seven key competencies are: collecting, analysing and organising information; communicating 
ideas and information; planning and organising activities; working with others and in teams; using 
mathematical ideas and techniques; solving problems; using technology. E. Mayer (1992) Putting 
General Education to Work: The Key Competencies Report. 

85  A. Barcan (2003). The struggle for curriculum reform in Australia 1987-1993; J. Young and E. 
Chapman (2010). Generic competency frameworks: A brief historical overview. Education 
Research and Perspectives. 37 (1): 1-24. 
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Another report, The Australian Vocational Certificate and Training System86 

(popularly known as the ‘Carmichael Report’) was also published in 1992. It 

recommended the establishment of a new entry-level program termed the ‘Australian 

Vocational Training System’ to provide a nationally recognised and portable 

vocational education qualification for senior secondary school students. What was 

proposed for a competency-based system were combinations of education, training 

and structured workplace experience.87 Australia now had the beginnings of an 

outcomes-based national curriculum and a competencies-based vocational education 

curriculum. 

Developments in Schooling and Curriculum in Western Australia 

All of these developments in general schooling and curriculum in the nation 

influenced and were reflected in the Western Australian developments. In particular, 

the controlling influence of The University of Western Australia’s Public 

Examinations Board was ended in 1975 when a Board of Secondary Education 

assumed responsibility for curricula, examinations and the issuing of certificates 

marking completion of secondary schooling. A Tertiary Admissions Examination 

replaced the Leaving Certificate and Matriculation examinations and internal school 

assessments were incorporated in the final Tertiary Entrance Rank. 

 
86 Employment and Skills Formation Council (Australia), L. Carmichael and National Board of 

Employment, Education and Training (1992). Australian Vocational Certificate Training System. 
(Carmichael Report). Canberra: National Board of Employment, Education and Training. 

87 Committee for Economic Development of Australia (CEDA). (1995). Training for a Skilled 
Workforce: Review of the National Training Reform Agenda: Report of the Strategic Issues 
Forum. May, 1995. 
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In 1987 a lower secondary school outcomes-based ‘unit curriculum’ was 

launched and for the senior secondary school years new wholly school-assessed 

courses were introduced to cater for a wider range of student interests and needs. 

Student outcome statements were developed and continuous assessment of student 

performance complemented the Tertiary Entrance Examinations leading to the award 

of the Certificate of Secondary Education. Courses of study for the senior secondary 

school years became more generalised, allowing teachers more freedom in selecting 

classroom instructional content and almost total freedom in teaching methods, 

organisation of learning experiences, and assessment of student achievement 

representing a remarkable change from previous practices. 

Developments in the Geography Curriculum 

In response to persistent calls for change in senior secondary school geography 

education in the early 1970s a Geography 16-19 Project was established in 1976 

involving England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Expansion of the comprehensive 

secondary school system, the rapid increase in students remaining at school into the 

senior secondary school years and the changing nature of the student cohort with a 

wide range of abilities, had created pressure for such change.88 In response there was 

a perceived need to develop a geography course that would continue to extend the 

‘most able’ students who would go on to tertiary studies and at the same time provide 

a satisfying and useful course for the majority of students who would not continue 

to higher education. 

 
88 M. Naish (1985). Geography in the curriculum: Beyond the ‘great debate’. Geography in 

Education Now, Bedford Way Papers.  (13): 13-24. 
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The unifying philosophy of the new course was described as the ‘man-

environment’ approach and provided a curriculum framework with procedures for 

the construction of courses, the preparation of teaching and learning materials, and 

the planning of evaluation and assessment procedures. There was a distinct move 

away from spatial/locational analysis with associated theoretical models. 

Quantitative techniques gave way to humanistic and phenomenological approaches 

in a balanced study of the linkage of physical and human geography topics or as 

Naish put cold science “tempered by warm humanism”.89 The approach of the course 

began with the identification and understanding of problems and issues arising from 

the interaction of people and their physical, natural, socio-cultural and behavioural 

environments. The course required a focus on case studies adopting an enquiry-

learning approach that was less dependent on textbook and memory-based learning 

than previous courses were.90 

During the time of the Geography 16-19 Project the notion of a national 

curriculum also arose in the UK along with a ‘great debate’ about education. 

Growing disillusionment amongst some with the education system in England and 

Wales in general and reform of the comprehensive secondary school in particular, 

came to a head with an economic crisis of 1973-1975 that caused the role and 

purpose of education to be scrutinised. A public discussion that followed called for 

 
89  M. Naish (1985). Geography in the curriculum: Beyond the ‘great debate’, p. 101 
90 R. Walford (2001). Geography in British Schools, 1850-2000: Making a World of Difference. 

London: Woburn Press. 
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schools and teachers to be more accountable than previously and the establishment 

of close links between the curriculum, industry and employment was advocated. 

The movement towards a common or core curriculum was given impetus by 

the Education Reform Act 198891 that launched a national curriculum for all 

government schools in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Hughes92 claimed that 

eventuated from a political process from which professional educators were largely 

maginalised. Further, as the development of the national curriculum proceeded, the 

place of geography in the curriculum was under threat but eventually the notion of 

an integrated course of social studies was rejected in favour of geography remaining 

a separate subject. 

While geographers were successful in gaining the inclusion of geography as a 

subject on the national curriculum, Rawling lamented that it presented a “minimalist 

utilitarian view of geography”.93 The emphasis on content seemed to show a desire 

to fill children full of facts and techniques as ‘back-to-basics’ proponents wanted.94 

During the period 1988 to 1993 concerns also had increasingly been raised about the 

structure and content of the general national curriculum on the grounds that it was 

“overcomplicated, overprescriptive and lacked coherence”.95 The 1994 Dearing 
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Review of the national curriculum concluded that all should be simplified and made 

less prescriptive.96 However, following some other changes it also argued there 

should be a moratorium on further changes for a period of five years. 

Having its origins in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the related social studies 

movement was strongest in the USA and resulted in decades of the diminution, if not 

demise, of geography as a high school subject there.97 The Nation at Risk report of 

198398 revealed that in 1960-1961 only 14 per cent of students were enrolled in 

geography courses and this low proportion dropped to just 9 per cent by the mid 

1970s.99 Stoltman and Wardley observed that this lack of engagement in geography 

education among American school students resulted in “geographic illiteracy”.100 

Students, it was held, not only lacked the basic geography knowledge and skills to 

interpret geographical information, they also had little comprehension of the world. 

The resulting public awareness galvanised the geography education community to 

take action. In particular, the ‘Geographic Alliance Movement’ comprised of 

partnerships between university and K-12 educators started to organise teachers 
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committed to improvements in geography education and by 1993 all States had such 

alliances.101 

The ‘National Geography Content Standards project’ also commenced 

following the awareness campaign, the goal being to identify the content important 

to the development of a high-level geographical perspective among students. 

National standards were published in 1994 as Geography for Life: National 

Geographic Standards.102 Stoltman and Wardley commented that the consultation 

process and the final product were “monumental in terms of commitment to and the 

significance for geography education”.103 By mid 1995 many States were 

participating in the standards-setting process. New textbooks and other educational 

materials were produced. Geography and social studies teacher in-service and pre-

service training was implemented with the State-based geographic alliances taking a 

leading role. 

The ‘National Assessment of Educational Progress’ framework (NAEP) had 

been developed prior to the national content standards being produced, however, 

geography was not included in the NAEP until 1988.104 Further, the national 
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assessment framework for geography linked the cognitive dimensions of learning to 

the content dimensions of the main geography concepts.105 For the first time in the 

20th century, American geography education had a clearly identified national set of 

content standards and a national assessment framework that could be incorporated 

in the curricula of the States.106 

In 1996 the then Chair of the Commission on Geographical Education, Hartwig 

Haubrich instigated and reported on a worldwide survey of geographical education. 

It was conducted in 37 countries, including Australia, of various levels of social and 

economic development.107 In 2000 Gerber108 replicated the study in 32 countries, 29 

of which participated in the original survey. Among a range of aspects on which it 

reported was the place of geography and the approaches to geography in the 

curriculum. These two reports provide a guide to geography education in a wide 

range of countries and are relevant to the study reported in this thesis as they provide 

a description of the state of geography education internationally in the 1990s. 

Both surveys found that geography was treated differently in the curricula for 

primary and secondary schools across the world. At the senior secondary school level 

the subject was presented as a stand-alone one and usually also as optional. Gerber 

also reported anecdotal evidence in the late 1990s showing an increasing decline in 
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the number of students taking geography in both developed and developing 

countries. Influences included increased number of subject choices and a tendency 

to integrate humanities subjects.109 

The surveys in 1996 and 2000 found five main approaches being used in 

teaching senior secondary school geography namely, an issues/themes approach, a 

regional approach, a systematic approach, a systems approach and a practical skills 

approach. Geographical facts and concepts were rated highly by respondents and 

were covered directly in secondary school and higher education levels. Practical 

skills learned through fieldwork were emphasised at all education levels with the 

focus on cognitive skills increasing in senior secondary school and higher education 

levels. Both surveys also found that curriculum policy documents were organised 

around geography concepts and that geographical, as opposed to environmental or 

intercultural education, seemed to co-exist, minimising the need for the waging of 

past battles between them. 

Regarding developments in Australia, the Australian and New Zealand 

Association for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) held its 1967 Congress in 

Melbourne. That led to the formation later the same year of the Australian Geography 

Teachers Association (AGTA) with State associations being formed and affiliating 

in the following years. The subsequent collaboration between teachers and university 

geographers through these associations soon led to improvements in the teaching of 
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geography and in turn in geography curricula across Australia in the 1970s.110 

From Biddle’s111 investigation of the changing theories and practices 

influencing the development of geography curricula in Australia in the 19th and 20th 

centuries, he observed the gradual acceptance of curriculum process models of 

varying complexity. On that, he asserted that improvements in geography curricula 

resulted from advances in curriculum research, improved teacher preparation and 

greater collaboration among geography educators. He found that a variety of 

conceptual frameworks were employed to plan and formulate curricula in all of the 

nation’s States. In New South Wales for example, the conceptual framework selected 

for the senior geography course was a ‘scope of geography’ model with linkages to 

systems theory, while the authorities in South Australia constructed a senior school 

syllabus using a conceptual framework based on the ‘structure of geography’. 

During the 1980s and 1990s many States and Territories revised their 

geography curricula and either retained the original conceptual framework or 

completely reorganised the framework. South Australia for example, retained the 

conceptual structure for the 1987 course that was based on the ‘patterns and 

processes’ approach, using three main organising concepts: the spatial concept; the 

notion of interaction in regions, physical processes, and people-environment 

relationships; and dynamics in areal change, movement and energy. The overall 
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theme of the course was ‘One World: A Study of Development’112 presented in four 

main categories: environmental systems, resources, developmental aspects and 

global and local issues. Likewise in Queensland the ‘Senior Secondary School 

Geography Curriculum’ of 1987 kept the conceptual framework of the 1970s 

curriculum, consisting of key questions and guiding geography concepts but it placed 

more emphasis on enquiry and discovery learning techniques. 

A major revision of the New South Wales’ curriculum was also undertaken of 

the senior secondary geography curriculum in 1988. The theme of a new course 

prescribed was ‘Australia in its world context’ with separate courses for Years 11 

and 12 prepared. The latter provided a choice of two ‘lobes’ these being ‘global 

environments’, and ‘Australia's neighbours’. The conceptual framework in which 

they were located was the environment, people-environment interactions at various 

levels of complexity, at different scales, and changing over time.113 

The examples of curriculum revision outlined above indicated a humanistic 

approach to geography that showed an awareness of inequalities in lifestyles in 

neighbouring countries. There were also changes in emphases from previous years: 

More emphasis is being placed on the development of research and social 
skills and, in the content area, there is an emphasis on issue based topics, such 
as environmental pollution, sustainable resource development, managing a 
fragile earth, world economic activity and its impact on Australia, and 
changing work and leisure patterns related to technological development.114 

The quality of the format and content of curriculum documents as well as the 
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associated guidelines to assist teachers in implementing the curricula showed 

“tremendous progress”.115 Biddle then concluded that by 1987 geography curriculum 

developers and teachers had acquired knowledge of curriculum processes to the 

extent that model curriculum documents were being produced.116 Examples of best 

practice at the time were Queensland’s ‘Senior Syllabus in Geography, 1987’ and 

South Australia’s ‘Geography Syllabus for Year 12, 1987’.117 

 Developments specifically in Western Australia of the Leaving Certificate 

geography curriculum for senior secondary schools was driven by the external 

examination system overseen by the Public Examinations Board. This body, it will 

be recalled, was established by The University of Western Australia to ensure 

appropriate preparation in accordance with its entrance requirements. To this end it 

approved syllabi, the setting and administration of the Leaving Certificate 

examinations. 

While personnel from the Department of Education, Western Australia were 

represented on the Board, it was academics rather than school teachers who 

determined the objectives and content of school courses.118 In the absence of a 

department of geography at the University119 responsibility for designing the 

Leaving Certificate geography examination syllabus used in schools from 1917 

rested with the Geology Department and later passed to the Economics 
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Department.120 Cameron and Hill offered that this situation “explained the separation 

of human and physical aspects” as well as a “continuing emphasis” in outmoded 

regional geography.121 

During the 1960s Leaving Certificate geography was an “extremely popular 

subject” in Western Australian secondary schools attracting the most students of an 

individual subject after English and mathematics.122 The attraction continued into at 

least the early 1980s.123 However, the emphasis in the syllabus on physical and 

regional geography was of concern to school teachers of geography who deemed that 

emphasis not to be sufficiently interesting. They were also dispirited by the 

restrictive influence of the Public Examinations Board.124 

A Foundation Chair in Geography was established in 1964 and a separate 

Department of Geography was established at the University. The newly appointed 

geography academics argued for emphases in the teaching of the subject in their new 

department that would be in keeping with recent developments internationally. They 

wanted, for example, a focus on systematic studies of contemporary world issues and 

the use of the scientific method to develop and test theories and generalisations.125 

Concurrently, there was agitation in the Western Australian community for reforms 
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in secondary schooling. A public inquiry culminated in the Dettman Report126 

published in 1969 that recommended the introduction of school-based curriculum 

development, the removal of external examinations and a move towards school-

based assessment. 

By this time another development within the local geography community was 

that from 1966 many geography teachers were graduating with geography majors.127 

These had been exposed to new ideas in geography and were probably in agreement 

with agitators for change among the academics. According to Marsh, “skirmishes 

erupted between members of the Public Examinations Board, academic geographers 

and educators”.128 One outcome of teachers seeking greater influence was the 

formation in 1970 of the Geography Teachers’ Association of Western Australia 

(GTAWA)129 with curriculum reform as its main focus. 

In June 1971 the Association organised a one-day conference and members of 

the Australian Geography Teachers’ Association and the Geography Teachers’ 

Association of New South Wales were invited to participate. The proceedings were 

described by Marsh as being a “vigorous denouncement of the existing geography 
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curriculum…by a local university academic”.130 Additionally, a “well known 

educator from New South Wales” argued the case for alternative approaches and 

paradigms.131 The conference led to a small group of GTAWA executive members 

and others in positions of influence at the University and the State Department of 

Education to immediately commence the production of an alternative curriculum.132 

This they speedily achieved, circulating a draft in early 1973 through circulars and 

in-service courses, and adopted the following year.133 

The Western Australian Geography Syllabus from 1975 to 1997 

The Manual of Public Examinations Board for 1974 announced that a new 

geography syllabus had “been approved for implementation by examination in the 

1975 academic year”.134 Cameron and Hill considered that to be a “significant 

development” for senior secondary school geography.135 In particular, they pointed 

out that previous geography syllabi published by the Public Examinations Board of 

The University of Western Australia had presented a catalogue of content to be 

taught for examination purposes and that while these were an attempt to provide the 
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integration of human and physical aspects of the subject, climatology and 

geomorphology were clearly separated from regional geography. They saw the new 

syllabus as addressing the issue by arranging content around themes and allowing 

teachers to assess all laboratory and practical work, with the results contributing to 

the final external examination mark. 

At the same time, the new syllabus was similar to its predecessors in that it had 

a strong cognitive orientation that was made explicit in the following statement: “The 

aim of the course is to guide students to practise the discipline of geography through 

the study of patterns and processes, and the problems of the modern world”.136 

Clearly the emphasis was on disciplined thinking and development of skills 

associated with methods of geographical enquiry. That represented a clear break 

from the factual recall that featured in past syllabi. 

The course was “designed to stress the holistic approach to contemporary 

problems of man and environment”.137 The way to achieve that, it was stated, was 

through the development of an “understanding and application of geographic 

concepts”, “conducting problem centred enquiries into geographical resource 

material using research, laboratory techniques and fieldwork procedures”, 

“observing, recording, organising and interpreting data available from a variety of 

sources”, “forming and critically examining generalisations from a wide variety of 

data”, and “developing skills in the presentation of geographic statements and 
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investigations orally and through written work and by means of maps, models, 

photographs and other graphic techniques”.138 

The overall integrating theme in the syllabus was “earth as the home of 

man”.139 The proposed general approach for teachers in addressing it was as follows: 

The syllabus emphasises enquiry into earthly patterns and processes. 
Consequently, it will be necessary to develop disciplined thinking through an 
understanding of geographic concepts; to develop skills in the geographic 
method; to engender, through geography, an understanding of the wide 
variety of problems and conditions of mankind on earth.140 

Five specific foci for attention were added: 

The major patterns and processes of the natural environment; the forces 
affecting the distribution of human societies and especially those which relate 
to urban, rural, industrial and traditional systems; the emergence of the 
cultural landscape as an outward expression of the interactions between 
society, economy and natural resource; the geographical significance of 
contemporary problems of society, economy and the environment; and the 
contribution that geographical principles make toward the study of people 
especially in such fields as regional and urban planning, conservation and 
environmental studies.141 

While little specific associated content was detailed, these foci in themselves may 

have been perceived by teachers as indicating broad content areas they could select 

and thus may have been useful indicators in planning their work for them.142 

Each of the five areas of focus outlined above represent the geographical 

foundations of the syllabus and the perceived structure of geography. Additionally, 

anything from one to ten concepts were outlined in relation to each and it was shown 
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how they were related to various geography paradigms.143 Each concept in turn was 

illustrated by presenting a cluster of key component ideas.144 The manner in which 

each concept could be applied to the understanding of a wide range of phenomena 

was also outlined as follows:145 

1. Earth as the home of man: This is the underlying concept of the course. 
Geography is earth centred but its primary values will be in terms of man and 
society. Resources and population in a finite earth are key ideas. 
 
2. The biosphere as a living interface between incoming solar energy and 
the earth system: The earth’s heat budget; the water budget; the world’s 
climates and their relation to the formation of and distribution of soils and 
vegetation; nutrient cycles and food chains; renewable and non-renewable 
resources. Man as an agent in nature; the landscape as a manifestation of 
patterns and processes; environmental pollution; the conservation of the 
biosphere. 
 
3. Adaptation of mankind through interaction with the environment: 
Human activities which stress the stimulus of resources, the role of 
technology, the modification of the environment and the emergence of 
distinctive types of economy; hunting, herding, gathering, fishing, 
agriculture, forestry, mining. 
 
4. Land use and settlement as a sequence of human occupance through 
time: Land Settlement; impact of changing technology; successive 
modifications of the environment by each subsequent occupance; the clash 
and interaction of successive cultures and economies; the interplay of the 
market, government and community in the use and depletion of resources. 
 
5. The location of industrial activity as the outcome of a continuing 
interaction between resources, markets and technology: Location, growth 
and changing character of industrial areas involving mineral exploitation, 
raw material processing, metal refining and making, manufacturing and 
assembly. 
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6. Form and function as manifestations of process-response systems: The 
use of form to identify function and process in natural and man-made 
systems; the use of forms to indicate sequences of change; the relationship 
between form and function as exhibited by patterns of settlement and types 
of urban and rural settlements and buildings. 
 
7. Settlements as hierarchies of central places: The central place as a service 
centre; centres and their service areas; central place hierarchy; hierarchies 
within metropolitan regions; competition among central places. 
 
8. The cultural landscape as a visible expression of past and present 
interaction between man and environment: Traditional societies and their 
cultural landscapes; rural, urban, industrial and metropolitan landscapes; map 
and photograph interpretation. 
 
9. Areal differentiation as the foundation of regional studies: The role of 
core, periphery and boundary in the identification of regions; types of formal 
regions and functional regions; map analysis and quantitative techniques. 
 
10. Geographic regions as ecosystems defined as boundaries and operating 
through linkages between component parts and ecosystems: Regional 
systems and problems at various scales and various purposes and including 
planning regions; federal systems and state relations; political boundaries; 
regional intra-regional and international trade and migration; rural-urban 
dichotomy; language-culture regions; core and periphery regional types; 
continental ecosystems; international relations. 

Further, the theme of “earth as the home of man”, one of the ‘four traditions of 

geography’146 outlined back in 1964 by an American geographer, William Pattison 

and related to ‘the earth science tradition’, was offered as a continuing point of 

reference for teachers when teaching the course.147 

Three other major themes outlined related to the relationship between mankind 

and the environment. These were organised in a logical sequence and were drawn 

from the ‘man-land tradition’148 of geography. The second of them focused on the 
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physical environment and how it affects or is affected by human activity, while the 

third one related to inquiring into human adaptation of, and interaction with, the 

environment. The fourth theme related to examining time as a factor in the patterns 

of human occupance and activity. 

The ‘spatial geographic tradition’149 was to be examined in relation to themes 

five, six and seven. These were focused on models of spatial patterns in human 

geography current at the time. In particular, they related to geometric models that 

use form to identify function and process, namely, agricultural location theory (Von 

Thunen),150 industrial location theory (Losch,151 Weber,152 and Hoover153) and 

central place theory (Christaller).154 

The ‘area studies and regional tradition’155 was fundamental in themes eight, 

nine and ten. These were arranged in a logical order from ‘rural, urban, industrial 

and metropolitan cultural landscapes’ to ‘regions’ in general and then to ‘regions as 

ecosystems’. They are likely to have been perceived by teachers as constituting 

integrating and synthesising components of the course. There was also a requirement 
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that teachers should cover the skills of map and photograph analysis and 

interpretation. 

The construction of all ten themes considered were founded on the higher order 

concepts of ‘location’, ‘interaction’ and ‘areal differentiation’.156 Each was 

elaborated on by outlining associated lower order themes. For example, in the case 

of theme four, “land use and settlement as a sequence of human occupance through 

time”157 amongst several lower order themes outlined were ‘land settlement’, 

‘impact of advances of technology’, and ‘modification of the environment by each 

subsequent occupance’.158 

The relationship between the five overall foci and the ten related themes that 

gave structure to the curriculum while not specific about what should be taught is 

likely to have been of assistance to teachers in helping them to determine their 

emphasis in their teaching programs. An exception on the matter of content not being 

prescribed was that they were expected to draw on examples and case studies from 

Australia and monsoon Asia. These areas, as in the previous syllabus, formed the 

core of the regional studies course and were still assessed.159 

Significant changes to the assessment processes that coincided with a change 

in the administration of external examinations were also ushered in with the new 

syllabus. In 1975 the Public Examinations Board was replaced by the Board of 
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Secondary Education that was, it will be recalled, formed in 1970 as a statutory body 

charged with approving courses of study and the certification of students in their 

final year of study (Year 12). The name of the external examination was changed to 

the Tertiary Admissions Examination (TAE)160 and both internal and external 

assessments were accommodated. The internal assessment initially was to be not less 

than 20 per cent of the final mark. There was also an intention that a higher 

component of internal assessment be included as soon as conditions would permit.161 

The TAE was to be used for admission purposes by The University of Western 

Australia, Murdoch University, the Western Australian Institute of Technology and 

the teachers’ colleges in the State.162 It was to “initially conform to the general style 

and level of difficulty of the former Leaving [Certificate] examination at Leaving 

Level” for all subjects.163 Teachers and students were advised that for the 1977 TAE 

the geography examination would be divided into four sections to emphasise: ‘man 

and the biosphere’, ‘Australia and her Asian neighbours’, ‘aerial differentiation and 

spatial analysis’, and ‘contemporary world problems’. 
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Advice was given on answering questions in certain sections.164 In relation to 

questions outlined on sections one and three, candidates were advised to use 

“specific examples from anywhere in the world and any other relevant explanatory 

material” and were told that “place would not be specified in any question”. For 

questions outlined on section two, candidates were “expected to answer questions on 

Australia and, in lesser detail, on the Peoples Republic of China, Japan, India, 

Indonesia and on the major characteristics of the Monsoon Asian area as a whole”. 

Further, the “whole of the island of New Guinea was included in Monsoon Asia” for 

study. 

Notwithstanding that there was some internal assessment of student 

achievement, the influence and control of the previous examination system over 

course planning by teachers, continued. Cameron and Hill concluded also that what 

should be taught was not specified.165 That, they held, not only allowed “infinite 

interpretations for what can be taught, but also infinite interpretations of what should 

be assessed”.166 They also described an associated dilemma for examiners to follow: 

they could pose specific questions on what they thought should have been taught or 

they could set questions so general that they allowed almost any content matter to be 

used in the answers. That, they held, was a source of frustration for teachers since 

examiners often set many questions stemming from using the first approach and 

sometimes also set questions that called for specific knowledge not specified in the 

 
164 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. (1977). Syllabuses 1977: Certificate of 

Secondary Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination. West Perth, W.A.: Board of 
Secondary Education, p. 148. 

165 J. Cameron and P. Hill (1977). Reconstructing the curriculum in Western Australia. 
166 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1974, p. 129. 
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syllabus. In that way an old familiar pattern of the external examination, rather than 

the syllabus, dictating what was taught was maintained. Therefore, while those who 

designed the syllabus offered teachers flexibility in trying to achieve student 

comprehension of the central themes, the examination effectively denied them that 

freedom.167 

The list of resources recommended for candidates and teachers to purchase was 

also outlined in the new syllabus. It incorporated “almost the entire set of textbooks 

recommended for the old syllabus” as well as new textbooks.168 Special attention 

was drawn to the detail in sections one and two as being “material illustrative of the 

basic concepts and approaches of the syllabus”.169 The following textbooks also, 

outlined here as they appeared in the syllabus, were recommended: 

 
Section 1 on Concepts: 

“Material recommended in the 1973 Manual of Public 
Examinations”.170 
Barlow, M. H. and Newton, R. G. Patterns and Processes in Man’s 
Economic Environment (Angus and Robertson) 
Barlow, M. H. and Newton, R. G. Patterns and Processes in Man’s 
Physical Environment. (Angus and Robertson) 
Gentilli, J. Sun, Climate and Life. (Jacaranda Press) 
Green, C. C. The Water Cycle: Concepts and Processes. (Melbourne: 
Cassell, 1970) 
Jonas, W. J. and Sheedy, B. P. Physical Geography (Longmans) 
Irwin, P. G. Human Geography (Longmans) 
Waite, B., Wheeler, K. S. and Giggs, J. A. Patterns and Problems in 
World Agriculture. (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1971 
 
 

 
167 J. Cameron and P. Hill (1977). Reconstructing the curriculum in Western Australia. 
168 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1974, p. 118. 
169 Ibid., p. 118. 
170 Ibid., p. 118. 
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Section 2 on Themes: 
“Material recommended in the 1973 Manual of Public 
Examinations”.171 
Emery, J. S. Cities and Industries. (Jacaranda Press) 
Green, C. C. and Lowing, G. D. Practical Geography: A Workbook 
for Senior Students. (Melbourne: Philip and O’Neill, 1972.) 
Soons, J. M. Water: With Reference to Australia and New Zealand. 
(Wellington: Reed Education, 1972) 
Speak, P. and Carter, A. H. C. Map Reading and Interpretation. 
(Longmans) 
 

Section 3 on Area Studies: 
“Material recommended in the 1973 Manual of Public 
Examinations”.172 
CSIRO The Australian Environment. Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1970 
 

Section 3B on Asian Neighbours 
“Material recommended in the 1973 Manual of Public 
Examinations”.173 
No textbooks were specifically recommended. 

Later modifications of the geography syllabus for the  
Tertiary Admissions Examinations and Tertiary Entrance Examinations 

Between 1975 and 1997 the content of the geography syllabus for the senior 

secondary school years in Western Australia underwent three minor revisions. 

Consequently, modified syllabi were introduced in 1981, 1986 and 1992. The 

process commenced on the implementation of the new geography syllabus from 

1975, when issues and concerns for teachers emerged as they struggled with teaching 

the highly general themes. Various reports174 of a study conducted in Western 

 
171 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations 

held by The University of Western Australia for 1974, p. 120. 
172 Ibid., p. 122. 
173 Ibid., p. 124. 
174 C. J. Marsh and P. Hill (1984). Implementation of a syllabus innovation in Western Australia; 

C. J. Marsh (1985). Implementation of a high school geography syllabus: issues and applications. 
Educational Research 27 (1): 30-39; C. J. Marsh (1986). The development of a senior school 
geography curriculum in Western Australia, 1964-84, pp. 179-208. 
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Australian high schools that investigated that, revealed that while teachers 

appreciated the new flexibility and freedom some found what was being asked of 

them to be “incomprehensible”.175 Teachers thus stated they wanted specificity 

regarding the content to be taught for the examination as that reality continued to 

loom large for them and for their students. 

Some also complained that the syllabus gave little direction on how to organise 

teaching programs and the depth to which a teacher should go in addressing topics. 

Further, teachers tended to use teacher-centred, didactic methods even though the 

new syllabus called for student engagement in self-initiated inquiry activities. They 

also found using inquiry modes difficult. On that, Marsh and Hill suggested this may 

have stemmed from “a lack of skills or incomplete understanding and 

conceptualisation of inquiry as a learning process”.176 

Teachers also claimed that many students lacked the necessary skills to study 

geography because in the lower secondary school years the subject was submerged 

within social studies. Certainly the Department of Education had appointed an 

education officer to develop inquiry-based resources and assist schools. 

Additionally, both the Department of Education and the Geographical Association 

of Western Australia conducted out-of-school meetings to enhance teachers’ skills 

and understandings of the course. Nevertheless, Marsh held, by the end of the decade 

 
175 C. J. Marsh and P. Hill (1984). Implementation of a syllabus innovation in Western Australia, 

p. 138. 
176 Ibid., p. 144. 
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“it was clear to teachers and administrators that all was not well with the new 

geography syllabus”.177 

The Joint Syllabus Committee for Geography178 of the Board of Secondary 

Education heeded the concerns of geography teachers and to the “intense lobbying 

by prominent geography educators and academics”.179 A sub-committee was formed 

comprising two academics along with a senior officer of the Department of 

Education and a senior State secondary school teacher to modify the syllabus. During 

proceedings the academics “seized the opportunity to reorient the geographical 

paradigms” advocating an ‘ecological approach’ to geography to replace the ‘man-

land’ perspective.180 Further, they “‘traded’ a reduction in total content and an 

increase in the specification of details about the remaining areas, for an acceptance 

of their ecological perspective”.181 

The Geography Joint Syllabus Committee accepted a modified version of the 

1975 syllabus. It was then introduced into all Western Australian secondary schools 

 
177  C. J. Marsh (1986). The development of a senior school geography curriculum in Western 

Australia, 1964-84, p. 194. 
178  A Joint Syllabus Committee was formed for each subject that was examined at Year 12 and 

consisted of representatives from government and non-government schools, the Department of 
Education and tertiary institutions, and they had a majority of school representatives. All Joint 
Syllabus Committees were advisory committees of the Board of Secondary Education (BSE) 
and later the Secondary Education Authority (SEA) and the Tertiary Admissions Examination 
Committee in December 1975 the Tertiary Institute Service Centre (TISC). The function of Joint 
Syllabus Committees was to consider and make recommendations relating to all syllabus 
matters, including new or revised syllabi, amendments to existing syllabi and changes in 
textbooks and reference material. Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 
1977: Certificate of Secondary Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination. Perth, W. 
A.: Board of Secondary Education of Western Australia, p. 3.  

179  C. J. Marsh (1986). The development of a senior school geography curriculum in Western 
Australia, 1964-84, p. 198. 

180  Ibid., p. 198. 
181  Ibid., p. 198. 
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in 1981 for the examinations of the following year.182 The required content to be 

known by students sitting the external examination was clear and a variety of ways 

that a specific content item could be taught were indicated.183 

The modified syllabus was presented with the following headings: 

 A. Mapping and practical skills 
 
 B. Man and the biosphere 
 
  - The Earth as the home of ‘man’ 
 
  - The human response 
 

C. Spatial organisation 
 
  - Land use patterns 
 
  - Settlement patterns 
 
  - Urban studies 
 
  - Industrial location 
 

An ‘introductory note’184 emphasised “the joint approach of pattern and process to 

the study of geography” and that all sections should be seen as linked in important 

ways. By way of example, it stated that aspects of both Section B (‘man and the 

biosphere’) and Section C (‘spatial organisation’) “might be profitably studied” 

when teaching some of the mapping and practical skills listed in Section A. 

 
182 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education of Western Australia. Syllabuses 1981: 

Certificate of Secondary Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination. Perth, W. A.: 
Board of Secondary Education of Western Australia, p. 102. 

183 C. J. Marsh (1985). Implementation of a high school geography syllabus: issues and applications, 
p. 38. 

184 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1981: Certificate of Secondary 
Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination, p. 102. 
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Specific matters to be taught were listed in the three main sections. These may 

have been perceived by teachers as specific objectives and thus likely to have been 

of assistance to them in planning their teaching programs. In the ‘mapping and 

practical skills’ section, for example, areas for attention included ‘topographic 

maps’, ‘conventional signs’, ‘grid references’, ‘direction’, ‘scales’, ‘measurement of 

distances’, ‘methods of depicting relief’, ‘construction of simple annotated cross-

sections and sketch maps from topographic maps’, ‘reading and interpretation of 

synoptic charts and simple weather forecasting’, ‘use of aerial and other 

photographs’, and ‘construction and interpretation of statistical maps, tables and 

diagrams’. 

The section headed ‘man and the biosphere’ was divided into ‘earth as the 

home of man’ and ‘the human response’. Matters listed in the first of these were, the 

‘biosphere’, ‘atmosphere’, ‘hydrosphere’ and ‘lithosphere’, ‘environmental 

relationships’, ‘ecosystems’, ‘planetary atmospheric circulation’, ‘distribution of 

climate on a world scale’, ‘hydrological cycle’, ‘continents and their major features’, 

‘energy flow in natural systems’, and ‘biogeochemical cycling’. Regarding the 

‘human response’, the areas for attention were man’s role in changing the face of the 

Earth and relationships between habitat, economy and society as illustrated by 

‘agriculture as ecosystem modification’, ‘treatment of selected examples of world 

land use systems’, ‘natural resource development’ illustrated by case studies, and 

‘patterns and processes of resources, population and pollution’ through case studies. 

For ‘spatial organisation’ four sub-sections were outlined. The first was ‘land 

use patterns’ and was about patterns of rural land use as a formal region in terms of 
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physical, cultural, historical and economic factors. That was to be undertaken by 

using examples from Australia and especially from Western Australia. The second 

sub-section, ‘settlement patterns’, included ‘central place theory’ (Christaller), 

location, distribution, form, function, structure, and change over time to be addressed 

through considering urbanisation, hierarchy, primacy, and functional complexity. 

The third sub-section was focused on ‘urban studies’ including urban morphology 

and associated models, factors influencing city form, and analysis of functions 

illustrated by considering Perth as a metropolitan area, and the same matter by 

considering a large country town. The final sub-section ‘industrial location’, 

included the broad pattern of world manufacturing in terms of factors influencing 

industrial location and their changing relationships over time to be illustrated by 

selected examples of simple and complex processing and fabrication. A study of one 

major industrial region in Australia and an integrated study of two major Australian 

industries were also to be undertaken. 

Teachers and students were advised in the 1981 syllabus185 that the 

examination paper would consist of three sections namely, ‘mapping and practical 

skills’, ‘man and the biosphere’, and ‘spatial organisation’. The duration of the 

examination was three hours. During that time candidates were expected to attempt 

five questions: the compulsory ‘mapping and practical skills’ question, two questions 

from ‘man and the biosphere’ section and two questions from the ‘spatial 

organisation’ section. At least one question would require drawing on a detailed 

 
185 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1981: Certificate of Secondary 

Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination, p. 106. 
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knowledge of examples studied in the field. It was also advised in the syllabus that 

a range of examination techniques would require responses in the form of essays, 

short answers, commentaries, sketch maps and diagrams. It was further stated that 

other questions involving the interpretation and analysis of maps, photographs, 

diagrams and tables might also be set in any section. Further, candidates were 

informed they were permitted to use one atlas in the examination. Finally, a long list 

of books was suggested as being suitable for teachers and students to use. 

Introduction of the subject ‘applied geography’ in 1981 

With the concerns raised by teachers, students and parents about the 1975 TAE 

geography syllabus, as discussed earlier, the Board of Secondary Education 

recognised the need for an alternative subject for those students not intending to go 

on to university studies. The Joint Syllabus Committee for geography then developed 

a less academic subject as an alternative to the highly conceptualised TAE subject. 

A new subject termed ‘applied geography’ that was a ‘wholly school assessed’ two-

year course, was introduced in 1981. 

It was stated in the rationale of the applied geography syllabus186 that the 

course was “intended for students of a wide range of abilities but especially for those 

who do not anticipate entering a tertiary institution and for whom the TAE/CSE187 

 
186 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1981: Certificate of Secondary 

Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination, p. 102. 
187 Certificate of Secondary Education. “Terminal certification for secondary school children is the 

responsibility of the Board [of Secondary Education] which issues a Year 12 certificate, the 
Certificate of Secondary Education.” Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. 
Information Bulletin. West Perth, W.A.: Board of Secondary Education, p. 10. 
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geography is too academically oriented”.188 Further, it was stated that it would stress 

a “practical, student-centred approach to the exploration of important aspects of the 

geographic environment” and “to the application of basic skills and knowledge to 

the study of contemporary issues and current affairs”. To that end, it concluded 

“emphasis is placed on fieldwork and practical work. High level conceptualisation 

is avoided”.189 

Six core units were to be studied over the two years. Four additional optional 

units were to be developed by the teacher in accordance with guidelines stated in the 

syllabus. The core units were ‘mapping and data presentation’, ‘patterns of weather 

and climate’, ‘landforms, soils, and vegetation’, ‘agriculture’, and ‘settlements’.190 

Further, several specific objectives were outlined for each core unit. 

Of the four optional units to be designed by the teacher, at least one was to be 

a study of the local area. That was intended to enable students to pursue their interests 

and take advantage of locally available resources and expertise. All four also were 

to be linked to content, concepts and skills of one core unit. Some examples of 

suitable optional units were suggested, namely, ‘land use conflicts in the northern 

jarrah forest’, ‘recreation and leisure facilities and land use patterns in the local 

community’, ‘power resources and consumption in Australia’, and ‘case studies in 

development in the third world’.191 

 
188 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1981: Certificate of Secondary 

Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination, p. 26. 
189 Ibid., p. 26. 
190 Ibid., p. 26-29. 
191 Ibid., p. 29. 
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Regarding time allocation, six 40 minute periods per week over Years 11 and 

12 were mandated. The sequence in which the units were taught was deemed not to 

be critical. However, the unit on mapping and data presentation was to extend over 

the entire course. Teachers also were encouraged to integrate some of the unit 

objectives around topics or themes. Further, a “significant proportion”192 of the 

course was expected to be studied through practical activities and fieldwork 

especially in regard to the optional units. 

Assessment of the subject was to be school-based and was to be progressive 

over the two years, with the use of revision exercises at key points of the course, and 

a school-designed test. Further advice on the assessment overall was that 

approximately 20 per cent of the marks were to be allocated to each of the following: 

research assignments, fieldwork, laboratory and practical work, class and library 

work, and formal revision tests. Finally, textbooks, class sets, and library books for 

student and teacher reference were outlined. The three textbooks listed were outlined 

as follows: 

Andrews, Study Concepts, George Philip and O’Neil, 1977. 
Hocking and Frost, Landscapes: A Practical Approach, Herman, 1978. 
The New Jacaranda Atlas, Jacaranda, 1977. 

Other material was recommended including a selection of maps from the Australian 

National Mapping Series at scales of 1:50,000, 1:100,000 and 1:250,000 and 

simulation games. 

 
192 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1981: Certificate of Secondary 

Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination, p. 30. 
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The 1986 syllabus modification 

The 1981 geography syllabus soon came under attack, being criticised for its 

demands on school time by the requirement that fieldwork be undertaken. Some 

teachers and parents were also concerned by its emphasis on ecosystems at the 

expense of promoting a regional synthesis. Further, teachers still complained that the 

syllabus was unsuitable for students perceived to be of ‘low academic ability’.193 

What was perplexing to the authorities also was that ‘applied geography’ introduced 

in 1981, was not attracting the large cohort of students for whom it was intended. 

Perhaps the status of a TAE subject overruled student and parent decision-making 

regarding the choice of subject. 

The Joint Syllabus Committee for geography in response commenced a 

syllabus review. Concurrently, a committee of inquiry on education more broadly 

was sitting that produced the ‘Beazley Report’194 recommending a lessening of 

emphasis on students’ preparation for tertiary entrance and a major emphasis on the 

teaching of life skills. That led to a significant change in lower secondary schooling, 

namely, the development of a ‘unit curriculum’ system that in turn, led to changes 

in subjects offered in the senior secondary school years. A committee chaired by 

Professor Barry McGaw195 also reported on assessment procedures in the senior 

 
193 J. M. Powell (1984). Curriculum reform and the ‘constituency’ challenge: recent trends in higher 

school geography, p. 291. 
194 Western Australia. Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia, Education in 

Western Australia: Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia 
(Beazley Report). Perth: Department of Education, 1984. 

195 Western Australia. Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions 
Procedures and B. McGaw (1984). Assessment in upper secondary school in Western Australia: 
Report on the Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions 
Procedures (McGaw Report). Perth: Government Printer, 1984. 
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secondary school years, on school certification and on tertiary admissions 

procedures. It recommended reducing the number of subjects used to determine the 

tertiary entrance score and that provision be made for conducting school-based 

assessment. Consequently each senior secondary school subject was divided into a 

Year 11 and Year 12 course to be assessed independently of each other. The aim was 

to give students’ flexibility to change subjects at the end of Year 11. 

In accord with the new general pattern, the two-year senior secondary school 

geography course was split into separate courses for Year 11 and Year 12 students 

in 1986. An ‘introductory note’196 advised that while it was “considered desirable” 

that students study Year 11 geography prior to studying Year 12 Tertiary Entrance 

Examination (TEE)197 geography, it was “not essential”. It was also stated that the 

course was to consist of “an examination of the contemporary world from the 

geographic perspective of people, environment and resources” and that “the joint 

approach of pattern and process” was to be adopted. Further, it was pointed out that 

there were important links between the sections of the syllabus that needed to be kept 

in mind by teachers and also that students should be given opportunities to conduct 

fieldwork. 

The syllabus was presented in two parts.198 The first part was entitled ‘mapping 

and practical skills’ and the second was entitled ‘spatial organisation’. The latter was 

 
196 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1986). Year 12 Syllabuses: Certificate of 

Secondary Education. Perth, W.A.: Secondary Education Authority of Western Australia,  
p. 221. 

197 In 1986 the Tertiary Admissions Examination was renamed the Tertiary Entrance Examination 
and the Board of Secondary Education was replaced by the Secondary Education Authority. 

198 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1986). Year 12 Syllabuses: Certificate of 
Secondary Education, p. 221. 
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divided into four sub-sections, namely, ‘land-use patterns’, ‘settlement patterns’, 

‘urban studies’, and ‘industrial location’. The specific topics outlined in the Year 12 

syllabus remained the same as in the former syllabus for these two parts. Removed 

from the previous two-year syllabus was the whole section on ‘man and the 

biosphere’ that now formed the main part of the Year 11 TEE geography syllabus. 

Teachers and candidates were advised in the syllabus statement that the 

examination would also be on the two sections outlined above.199 Candidates were 

expected to attempt four questions each of equal value. These were a compulsory 

‘mapping and practical skills’ question and three questions to be on ‘spatial 

organisation’ within a range. A wide range of examination approaches would be used 

requiring responses through essays, short answers, commentaries, sketch maps and 

diagrams. Additionally, it was pointed out, the questions involving the interpretation 

and analysis of maps, photographs, diagrams and tables might be set in any section. 

Further, students were told they would be able to bring an atlas and appropriate 

drawing and measuring instruments with them in to the examination. Finally, a long 

list of books and other source material was suggested for teachers and students to 

use with the proviso that “no one text book adequately handles all aspects of the 

course”.200 

 

 

 
199 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1986). Year 12 Syllabuses: Certificate of 

Secondary Education, p. 223. 
200 Ibid., p. 223. 
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Introduction of the subject ‘practical geography’ in 1986 

In 1986 the subject ‘applied geography’ was divided into two separate courses, one 

for Year 11 and another for Year 12 and each was renamed ‘practical geography’.201 

The subject was intended to be independent of other senior secondary school 

geography subjects offered in Western Australian schools. It was added however, 

that the methodology and skills to be developed were “common to all geography 

courses and should enable students to better understand and interpret their 

environment”.202 

In the rationale statement for Year 12 practical geography the subject was 

described as being an “integrated discipline” and as having “an approach of its own 

based upon a well established framework of concepts, skills and values”.203 The aim 

of the course was “to develop a geographic viewpoint through an emphasis on 

laboratory activities and fieldwork” and in Year 12 this was to be undertaken by 

studying ‘work’ and ‘leisure’.204 These “vehicles” as they were termed were to be 

used to “explore the geographical concepts of location, interaction, and change”.205 

The local area was to be the starting point for developing geographical understanding 

and the scale was to be extended to the State and national levels. 

The general aims of the course were described in the syllabus. Concepts listed 

were ‘location’, ‘interaction’, and ‘change’. Skills detailed included fieldwork, 

 
201 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1986). Year 12 Syllabuses: Certificate of 

Secondary Education, p. 309. 
202 Ibid., p. 309. 
203 Ibid., p. 309. 
204 Ibid., p. 309. 
205 Ibid., p. 309. 
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graphic, numerical, research and social skills necessary for inquiry and active 

participation in matters of community concern. An aim of the course was also to 

develop attitudes and values, including having concern for the impact of different 

work and leisure activities on the environment and on people, having concern for the 

provision of and access to, work and leisure opportunities for different groups and 

individuals within the community, being prepared to participate in and contribute to 

the well-being of the community, and having an appreciation of the influence of work 

and leisure on the quality of life. Additionally, students were expected to develop 

knowledge of work and leisure patterns in the local area and in the wider Australian 

community  

The course consisted of 12 ‘sections’ of which two were core and 10 were 

optional. The two core sections were compulsory and were labelled ‘patterns of 

work’, and ‘leisure and the local area’. Three optional topics were to be selected from 

a list of 10 comprising, ‘movement to work’, change in work’, ’work and the 

environment’, ‘migration’, ‘shops and shopping patterns’, ‘leisure and tourism’, 

‘leisure and the coast’, ‘national parks’, appreciating the scenery’, and ‘work and 

leisure in the home’. Teachers were advised to ensure the selection of options 

reflected a balance between work and leisure topics. 

The two core sections, ‘patterns of work’ and ‘leisure and the local area’ were 

each supported by several general objectives and several more specific objectives. 

Each was to be allocated 30 per cent of the instructional time while the remaining 40 

per cent was to be allocated to the teaching of three of the 10 optional topics. Each 

of the 10 optional topics was supported by several specific objectives. 
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Outlined in the syllabus were teaching and learning guiding principles and 

procedures for use by teachers in the classroom, in the field, and while directing 

research. Teachers were further advised to emphasise that there were many different 

viewpoints and a range of interpretations as to what constitutes work and leisure. 

There was also an expectation that students would be involved in deciding on what 

learning activities to adopt. 

A range of resource material included teacher and student references, and other 

material was outlined. Further, the assessment was to be school-based. The 

components of it were identified as field investigation, laboratory activities, written 

exercises, research assignments, visual interpretation, and oral appraisal. 

The 1992 TEE geography syllabus revision 

In 1992 another Year 12 TEE geography syllabus, was published.206 Statements 

detailing rationale, general aims, and educational objectives as well as 

recommendations on teaching approaches, types of learning activities, time 

allocation, and resources supported it. 

The rationale of the syllabus was stated as follows: 

This geography course is a TEE [Tertiary Entrance Examination] subject 
designed to develop students’ understanding of the physical and human 
components of the environment, to evaluate people’s influence on that 
environment and to appreciate the significance of spatial patterns. The 
syllabus specially relates to the study of Australia with special emphasis on 
South Western Australia. The acquisition of practical skills necessary for 

 
206 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1992). Syllabus Manual Year 11 and 12: 

Certificate of Secondary Education. Volume 10 Social Studies. Perth, W.A.: Secondary Education 
Authority. 
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map and photograph interpretation and the analysis of fieldwork data are an 
integral part of this study.207 

The general aims were then outlined. These were to “integrate the concepts of place, 

process and issues; interrelate the physical and human characteristics of place; 

develop an understanding of the geography of Australia with a special emphasis on 

South Western Australia; develop mapping and practical skills; develop fieldwork 

skills necessary to gain an understanding of place, process and issues; and encourage 

a values approach to the study of place, process and issues”.208 

Under the heading ‘educational objectives’ four “study areas” within Australia 

were identified. These were, South Western Australia, Central, Eastern, and 

Northern study areas. An accompanying map of Australia showed the extent of these. 

The designers of the syllabus were also careful to point out that the study areas were 

“not to be seen as natural geographic regions but as areas of study [only]”.209 

The syllabus was divided into four sections with a statement that the last one, 

‘mapping and practical skills’, was dealt with as part of the other three sections. 

Overall, 40 specific learning objectives to be addressed when teaching the other three 

sections were outlined.210 The specific objectives related to ‘topographic maps’, 

‘atlas maps’, ‘photographs (aerial and others)’, ‘statistical maps’, ‘tables and 

diagrams’, and ‘fieldwork’. 

 
207 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1992). Syllabus Manual Year 11 and 12: 

Certificate of Secondary Education. Volume 10 Social Studies, p. 87. 
208 Ibid., p. 87. 
209 Ibid., p. 87. 
210 Ibid., p. 89 
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For the section on ‘landscapes and land use in Australia’, two areas were 

emphasised.211 First, a “general understanding of the various elements of the 

Australian landscape and the relationships that occur between these elements” was 

required. Secondly, “an examination and evaluation of the way in which Australian 

people use the land” was deemed necessary. Further, 20 ‘mapping and practical 

skills’ objectives were to be selected and related to the content of the section. 

There were 13 specific learning objectives outlined for ‘settlement patterns’.212 

There also were two main emphases. First, “a general understanding of population 

and settlement distribution in Australia, together with an examination of the 

processes of urbanisation and urban growth” was required. Secondly, it was stated 

that students should develop “an understanding of settlements in terms of function, 

size, distribution, population structure and change over time as applied to the South 

Western study area”. Once more, relevant mapping and practical skills objectives 

were to be related to the content.  

The third section, that on “urban Australia”, had 14 specific learning objectives 

and also had two emphases.213 First, there was a requirement that students learn “to 

understand and analyse the external and internal morphology of Australian urban 

centres”. Secondly, they were required “to investigate the problems of urban change 

as well as possible solutions”. Relevant mapping and practical skills objectives were 

again to be integrated with the content. 

 
211 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority. (1992). Syllabus Manual Year 11 and 12: 

Certificate of Secondary Education. Volume 10 Social Studies, p. 87-88. 
212, Ibid., p. 88. 
213 Ibid., p. 88-89. 
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Guidance was offered regarding the ‘teaching-learning program’ by 

emphasising that “the course aims to cover the concepts of place, processes and 

issues both in a physical and human context” and that students were “to have the 

opportunity to study examples in the field”.214 It was reiterated that mapping and 

practical skills were to be taught in relation to the three other main sections. Advice 

was also offered on ‘fieldwork’, ‘issues/values’, ‘mapping and practical skills’, 

‘types of learning activities’ as well as ‘time allocation’. 

Fieldwork was mandatory and was assessed. It was recommended that 

“fieldwork investigations be oriented towards testing hypotheses related to the 

identification and explanation of the chosen geographical patterns”.215 On issues and 

values, teachers were advised to include “a treatment of values when studying the 

issues within each section of the course”.216 In particular, students were to be 

“encouraged to identify and appreciate values held by individuals and groups, to 

examine the consequences of actions resulting from values and to make their own 

justifiable decisions”.217 In other words, they were to be assisted to develop higher 

order skills to “judge, evaluate and predict”.218 

Amongst the range of learning activities219 recommended were essays, short 

answer and reports, laboratory activities involving collation and analysis of 

 
214 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority (1992). Syllabus Manual Year 11 and 12: 

Certificate of Secondary Education. Volume 10 Social Studies, p. 90. 
215 Ibid., p. 90. 
216 Ibid., p. 90. 
217 Ibid., p. 90. 
218 Ibid., p. 90. 
219 Ibid., p. 90. 
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fieldwork data, photograph interpretation, map construction, analysis and 

interpretation, graphing, statistical analysis and interpretation, research assignments, 

field investigations, audio-visual interpretation, and oral appraisal of interviews, 

guest speakers and group work. Regarding time allocation,220 it was stipulated that 

not less than 200 minutes per week of class time for 34 weeks be allocated to the 

study of the Year 12 TEE geography course. It was also recommended that 40-50 

per cent of the time be allocated to the section on ‘landscapes and land use in 

Australia’. The ‘settlement patterns’ section was to be allocated 25-30 per cent of 

the total time. So also was the section on ‘urban geography’. Finally, as with previous 

programs, an extensive list of teaching and learning resources was outlined for 

teachers and students on the grounds that no single publication comprehensively 

covered all aspects of the course. 

Analysis of geography examination papers 
during the period from 1975 to 1997 

The Public Examinations Board ceased its influence at the end of 1974 when the 

Board of Secondary Education (BSE) assumed responsibility for certification and 

for examinations for tertiary admission. The separate Leaving and Matriculation 

level examinations were abolished at the end of 1974 and were replaced by a single 

level Tertiary Admissions Examination (TAE). The aim was to distinguish between 

certification of student achievement at school and the entrance requirements of the 

tertiary institutions. The TAE was to initially conform to the general format and level 

of difficulty of the former Leaving Certificate examination. In addition, there was 

 
220 Western Australia. Secondary Education Authority (1992). Syllabus Manual Year 11 and 12: 

Certificate of Secondary Education. Volume 10 Social Studies, p. 90. 
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now an internal assessment component that was initially set at 20 per cent of the final 

TAE mark. Other changes during the period reflected minor modifications of the 

syllabus and the introduction of features designed to make the examination questions 

suitable for candidates with a wide range of abilities. 

The Tertiary Admissions Examination and the Tertiary Entrance Examination 

(TEE) that replaced it from 1986, was of three hours duration. The examination 

package comprised a question/answer booklet, an extract of a topographic map in 

colour in the form of a broadsheet, and a resource booklet of outline maps, diagrams, 

graphs and tables of data. The mark allocation was provided for each question and 

sub-question. That feature acted as a guide to a candidate on the amount of time she 

or he should spend in answering each question. Further, each examination paper 

presented a selection of alternative questions from which students could choose to 

attempt. The short answer section covering most parts of the syllabus of the former 

Leaving Certificate was discontinued. It was replaced by a compulsory question 

containing about 20 short answer questions on mapping and practical skills. 

From 1979 the examination paper was divided into sections or parts dealing 

with ‘mapping and practical skills’, ‘man and the biosphere’ and ‘spatial 

organisation’. Candidates were expected to attempt five questions: a compulsory 

mapping and practical skills question and two questions from the other two sections. 

At least one question was to require a detailed knowledge of examples studied in the 

field. The wide range of examination techniques used were short answers, 

commentaries, sketch maps and diagrams as well as questions involving the 

interpretation and analysis of maps, photographs, diagrams and tables. 
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For 1986, the two-year geography course was divided into a Year 11 course 

and a Year 12 course. The Year 12 course now focused on the contemporary world 

from the geographic perspective of people, environment and resources. The syllabus 

contained two main parts: Part A ‘mapping and practical skills’; Part B ‘spatial 

organisation’ including ‘land-use patterns’ ‘settlement patterns’, ‘urban studies’, and 

‘industrial location’. The senior secondary school examination’s name was changed 

to the Tertiary Entrance Examination (TEE). Its general format remained similar to 

that of the former TAE geography papers. On the 1986 geography examination 

paper, question one in Part A was compulsory. There was a choice of two questions 

in each of the four sections in Part B, of which candidates were to attempt three 

questions, one question from only three of the sections. The mark allocation for each 

question was shown as a guide to candidates so that they could manage their time. 

As a resource component of the examination paper, a topographic map sheet with a 

scale of 1:50,000 was provided. 

With the introduction of a revised syllabus the 1992 the format of the TEE 

geography paper continued along the lines of the previous TEE papers. That practice 

was maintained until the end of the period under review. The paper itself was of 

three-hours duration and a question and answer booklet was provided. Part 1 was 

devoted to ‘mapping and practical skills’ and was compulsory. It consisted of at least 

20 short answer questions that required reference to resource material provided 

including a topographic map sheet, diagrams and tables. The three other Parts related 

to ‘landscapes and land use in Australia’, ‘settlement patterns’ and ‘urban patterns’. 

Further, each part contained two questions of which one from each part was to be 
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attempted. The question on mapping and practical skills was worth 40 marks and the 

questions in other parts were allocated 20 marks each. The mark allocation for each 

sub-question was shown alongside the question. To avoid confusion in the minds of 

candidates a new feature was that each question was clearly delineated in a box. 

_________________________ 

Geography examination papers for the years 1978, 1988 and 1996 were selected for 

close analysis. Applying Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives in the 

cognitive domain221 to the selected examination papers with the results shown in the 

summary Table 32 below, indicates that while a large proportion of questions tested 

the knowledge objective there were a considerable number of questions focused on 

the application and analysis objectives. 

 
Year Knowledge Comprehension Application Analysis Synthesis Evaluation 
1978 

Choice of 18 questions 
6 5 9 15 1 5 

1988 
Choice of 9 questions 

10 0 9 11 0 1 

1996 
Choice of 6 questions 

7 5 2 1 0 3 

TOTALS 23 10 20 27 1 9 
Table 32: Summary of the Frequency of Bloom’s Taxonomy Levels for the 1978, 1988 and 1996 
Examination Papers. 

 
The greater number of questions testing application and analysis was probably due 

to the provision of various resources for candidates to use in the examination hall. 

These included a topographical map, figures, tables of information, and diagrams. 

 
221 B. S. Bloom, M. D. Engelhart, E. J. Furst, W. H. Hill and D. R. Krathwohl (1956) Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals. Handbook I: Cognitive 
Domain. New York: David McKay Company. 
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While fewer in number compared to lower order skills, higher order cognitive 

skills were also tested. The question below is an example of one: 

1978 Q3A: With reference to the use by Western industrialized societies of 
one of the following major resources: forests OR soils OR water: (a) 
Evaluate the economic, social and ecological consequences, both desirable 
and undesirable of such use. (b) Outline the steps taken to minimise the 
undesirable effects and assess their effectiveness. Specific examples should 
be quoted in detail. 

 
The CRAS Scale222 mentioned in previous chapters was also again used to analyse 

the geography examination papers for 1978, 1988 and 1996 to determine the levels 

of cognitive demands of the questions. Additionally, the structure of questions was 

analysed once more using the scheme designed by Pollitt, et al.223  

An overview of the results of the analysis using these two approaches are 

shown below in Table 33. It indicates that semi-structured questions were most 

frequently used in all three examination papers. 

  

 
222 S. Hughes, A. Pollitt and A. Ahmed (1998). The Development of a Tool for Gauging the Demands 

of GCSE and A Level Exam Questions. British Education Research Association (BERA), 
Queen’s University Belfast. 

223 A. Pollitt, S. Hughes, A. Ahmed, H. Fisher-Hock and T. Bramley (1998). The Effects of Structure 
on the Demands in GCSE and A Level Questions: Report to Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority. University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. 
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Year Degree of 
Structure 

Complexity Resources Abstractness Strategy 

1978 
Choice of 18 

questions 

Structured = 4 
Semi Structured=11 
Unstructured = 3 

Low = 0 
Medium = 4 
High = 14 

Low = 9 
Medium = 4 
High = 5 

Low = 0 
Medium = 13 
High = 5 

Low = 2 
Medium = 5 
High = 11 

1988 
Choice of 9 
questions 

Structured = 2 
Semi 
Structured=7 
Unstructured = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 7 
High = 3 

Low = 3 
Medium = 4 
High = 2 

Low = 0 
Medium = 9 
High = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 7 
High = 2 

1996 
Choice of 6 
questions 

Structured = 1 
Semi 
Structured=5 
Unstructured = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 5 
High = 1 

Low = 2 
Medium = 4 
High = 0 

Low = 0 
Medium = 6 
High = 0 

Low = 1 
Medium = 4 
High = 1 

Table 33: Summary of the Levels of Structure and Demand of the 1978, 1988, and 1996 Examination 
Papers. 

 
These semi-structured questions are likely to have assisted candidates in their 

answering because the sub-questions and prompts clearly indicated the examiner’s 

requirement regarding having knowledge. Further, on the ‘complexity’ dimension, 

namely that which refers to the extent to which a candidate has to deal with complex 

ideas and the links between them, it will be seen in the summary Table 33 above that 

no questions were rated ‘low complexity’ while most were rated ‘medium’ or ‘high’ 

on the scale. 

The following is an example of a question rated ‘medium’ for complexity:  

1996 Q3.1: (a) Differentiate between dispersed settlement and nucleated 
settlement. Provide an Australian example in each case. (b) Give one 
example of each of the types of nodal settlement listed below and describe 
three essential functions: (i) of a farmhouse/homestead (ii) of a town which 
distinguish it from a farmhouse/homestead (iii) of a metropolis which 
distinguish it from a town. (c) Explain why Australia’s population 
distribution is characterised by primate city dominance in most but not all 
states. 

 
This semi-structured question was rated thus because the demand to cope with ideas 

was neither low nor high. It was also judged to be one that tested knowledge and 

comprehension in terms of Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives. 
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A feature also of geography examination questions in the period from 1975 to 

1997 was greater provision than in previous years of information material 

accompanying questions being either written on the examination paper or being 

located in the accompanying resource booklet. That feature imposed greater demand 

on candidates than previous examinations to demonstrate their ability to use 

information effectively. Nevertheless, the results of the analysis of three examination 

papers used in the period, as shown in the summary Table 33 above, indicates that 

the demand in relation to the resources dimension was mostly rated ‘low’ and 

‘medium’. 

An example from the 1996 examination paper of a question rated medium on 

the resources dimension is as follows: 

1996 Q5A: (a) Identify three factors which influence industrial location and 
briefly describe the significance of each as a locational factor. (b) Select an 
example of a major Australian industry and account for the type of industrial 
activity found at the various locations. (c) In terms of the factors of location, 
discuss the likely advantages and disadvantages of Geelong as a major 
industrial centre (refer Geelong Map sheet). 

 
As can be seen only sub-question (c) calls for use and analysis of the Geelong map 

sheet. 

With regard to the ‘abstractness’ dimension that measures the extent to which 

a candidate must deal with ideas rather than concrete objects or phenomena without 

supporting information, the results of the analysis of the examination papers show 

most were rated ‘medium’ on the CRAS Scale. An example from the 1988 

examination paper is as follows:  
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1988 2A: (a) Describe how the economic rent model attempts to explain the 
spatial distribution of agricultural land use. (b) Identify the similarities and 
account for the difference between the actual distribution of agricultural land 
use in Australia (refer to Figure 1) with that proposed by the theoretical 
model described in part (a).  (c) Discuss the various circumstances which 
might cause the agricultural land use of an area to change over time. 

 
While the first part of the question demands knowledge of a relatively abstract 

theory, the question overall was rated ‘medium’ because information to help in 

answering was provided in the second part of the question. 

When an examiner frames a question in which the strategy is given and there 

is less demand on candidates to devise their own strategy, the rating in the ‘strategy’ 

dimension is ‘low’ or ‘medium’. Regarding the three examination papers analysed, 

only the 1978 examination paper had more frequent use of ‘high’ demand for 

strategy. In the other examination papers analysed the questions were mostly rated 

‘medium’. 

The following is an example of a question in the 1978 paper rated high in the 

‘strategy’ dimension:  

1978 5A: Demonstrate how the fieldwork you have done in geography has 
assisted you in developing an understanding of (a) The processes at work in 
the rural-urban fringe OR (b) The factors influencing decisions about 
industrial location OR (c) The development of a farming system as a response 
to the physical economic and social environments. 

 
Apart from a reference in this example to fieldwork the examiner did not provide 

prompts to aid the candidate in addressing the question. Thus, to attempt the question 

candidates needed to devise and monitor a response strategy of their own. In the 

following example, however, there is a lesser demand for strategy: 
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1996 Q5B: (a) Briefly describe what is meant by each of the following: (i) 
simple processing (ii) complex processing (iii) fabricating. (b) Select one 
example of each type of manufacturing listed in part (a). In each case: (i) 
describe the industrial activity involved (ii) account for the general location 
of that industry in Australia. (c) Identify the extent to which the location of 
one of your selected industries has changed over time. Account for this 
change or lack of it. 

 
This question gives prompts on matters that candidates should address in their 

answer. The structure of it also reduced the demand on candidates as it is divided 

into sub-questions. 

Spatial characteristics of selected geography textbooks 
detailed in the syllabus for the period 1975-1996 

Walford’s (1995) model was again used to analyse the spatial characteristics of 

selected geography textbooks recommended in the Western Australian senior 

secondary school geography syllabi from 1975 to 1996. The first of these was Sun, 

Climate and Life224 by Dr Gentilli a Western Australian geographer. According to 

the preface it was written for “students in the senior forms in secondary schools who 

are experiencing the exciting but exacting scientific approach to geography currently 

being adopted in geography courses in Australian secondary schools”. The overall 

theme of the book is that solar energy controls the climate that in turn affects water, 

soil and plant conditions and therefore the environment. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of this book is presented in Table 34 

below: 

 
 
 

 
224 J. Gentilli (1968). Sun, Climate and Life. Brisbane: Jacaranda Press. 
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J. Gentilli 1968 Sun, Climate and Life. Brisbane: Jacaranda Press 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

24x18cm 207p B&W photos, diags, maps, 
tables 

69.25% 19.75% 11% Each chapter 
has exercises 

Table 34: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Sun, Climate and Life. 

It contains regional examples, maps, diagrams and photographs. The spatial content 

is about two thirds given over to text (69.25 per cent), about one fifth (19.75 per cent) 

to illustrations and 11 per cent devoted to activities. At the end of each chapter 

exercises are presented to encourage student self-appraisal of knowledge, and 

suggestions for practical work including map study, analysis of statistics, and field 

observations are outlined. The contents page is detailed and there are six pages 

devoted to a glossary and a comprehensive index. 

Another book is Barlow and Newton’s Patterns and Processes in Man’s 

Physical Environment.225 It was widely used in Western Australian secondary 

schools. The preface describes it as a revision of a first edition of 1968. It was written 

by two Australian teachers of secondary school geography specifically as a class 

textbook in physical geography for Australian senior secondary students. Its seven 

chapters reflect the headings in the in New South Wales physical geography senior 

secondary school syllabus. The treatment of topics is graded from ‘less detailed and 

difficult’ to ‘more detailed and difficult’ in the later chapters to match the increasing 

maturity of students during an academic year. 

 
225 M. H. Barlow and R. G. Newton (1975). Patterns and Processes in Man’s Physical Environment: 

Geography for Matriculation Students. Rev ed. Sydney: McGraw-Hill. 
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An overview of the results of the analysis of this book is presented in Table 35 

below: 

 
M. H. Barlow and R. G. Newton  1975 Patterns and Processes in Man’s Physical Environment: 

Geography for Matriculation Students. Rev. ed. Sydney: 
McGraw-Hill 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

25x19cm 266p B&W maps, diagrams, 
colour plates 

71% 29% End of chapter + 
Further Reading list 

Table 35: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Patterns and Processes in Man’s Physical 
Environment: Geography for Matriculation Students. 

 
The contents page and index are detailed. Two thirds (71 per cent) of the pages are 

devoted to text and about one third (29 per cent) is allocated to black and white 

illustrations. The chapters feature detailed case studies with accompanying 

suggestions for teachers and students ideas for conducting fieldwork. The exercises 

and activities at the end of each chapter are comprehensive and useful learning 

activities. The references in the list of further reading are provided for enthusiastic 

students and there are recommendations for adding to school library stock. In 

addition to black and white diagrams there are several pages of photographs both in 

colour and in black and white on topics in nearby chapters. 

Another book is Patterns and Processes in Man’s Economic Environment226 

again written by Barlow and Newton. They claim that this second edition is a major 

revision of an earlier work to reflect the agricultural, manufacturing and urban scenes 

of the mid 1970s. Some attention is also given to the systems approach to economic 

geography. It was written specifically for senior secondary school geography 

 
226 M. H. Barlow and R. G. Newton (1977). Patterns and Processes in Man’s Economic Environment. 

2nd ed. Sydney: McGraw-Hill. 
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students in New South Wales. Extra material is provided for ‘the advanced student’ 

to encourage further exploration. There is a strong emphasis on sample micro-studies 

of farms and factories and macro-studies of whole industries and countries to 

illustrate principles of agricultural, industrial and urban geography. Exercises, 

student activities and relevant illustrative material are also provided. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of the book is presented in Table 36 

below: 

 
M. H. Barlow and R. G. Newton  1977 Patterns and Processes in Man’s Economic 

Environment. 2nd ed. Sydney: McGraw-Hill 
 

Size 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
25x19cm 508p B&W maps, diags, B&W 

plates 
63% 37% 3 questions relating 

to diagrams. More 
at end of chapter + 
further reading list 

Table 36: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Patterns and Processes in Man’s Economic 
Environment. 

 
The layout of the contents pages makes navigating the book easy and an index is also 

provided. The analysis of the spatial content of the pages shows approximately two 

thirds (63 per cent) is devoted to text and about one third (37 per cent) is filled with 

illustrations. A few questions are posed relating to diagrams and an extensive list of 

exercises and activities as well as a list of further reading at the end of each chapter 

are provided. 

The Water Cycle: Concepts and Processes227 is an Australian textbook with 

mostly Australian examples. The introduction advises that it was written for senior 

 
227 C. C. Green (1977). The Water Cycle: Concepts and Processes. Rev ed. Melbourne: Cassell 

Australia. 
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secondary students proceeding to tertiary study as well as for those who were to 

terminate their studies at the end of secondary schooling. Table 37 below presents 

an overview of the results of the analysis of it: 

 
C. C. Green 1977 The Water Cycle: Concepts and Processes. Rev metric 

ed.  Melbourne: Cassell Australia. 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
24x18cm 328p B&W photos some col, 

diags, maps, tables 
55.5% 44.5% Nil. Revision topics 

at end of chapters 
Table 37: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled The Water Cycle: Concepts and Processes. 

The contents page lists 20 chapters with titles only. There is a comprehensive index 

and nine pages of a select bibliography of references for further reading for teachers 

and advanced students. At the end of each chapter two pages of revision topics 

including exercises, definition challenges and questions for essays are outlined. The 

spatial content analysis shows an almost even balance between text (55.5 per cent) 

and illustrations (44.5 per cent). 

Ray Maher, the author of another book Perth in its Regional Setting,228 was at 

the time a senior teacher of geography in Western Australian secondary schools. In 

the preface to the slim book he states: 

This book was written with the needs of senior [secondary school] geography 
students in Western Australia in mind. It provides some brief resources on 
the area in which most of them live, the South West, and a number of 
practical exercises and suggestions for fieldwork. …It should provide a good 
introduction to agricultural and settlement studies and act as a firm base for 
comparative studies of other Australian cities. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of it is presented in Table 38 below: 

 

 
228 R. C. Maher (1978). Perth in its Regional Setting. Perth: Bookland. 
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R. C. Maher 1978 Perth in its Regional Setting. Perth: Bookland 
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 60-69 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
28x22cm 70p B&W photos, diagrams, 

maps,  tables 
13% 38.5% 48.5% 

Table 38: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Perth in its Regional Setting. 

It has minimal introductory text (13 per cent), but many illustrations (38.5 per cent) 

including photographs, maps, diagrams and tables of data related to the activities 

which form most (48.5 per cent) of the spatial content. 

Another book analysed is Settlement Patterns and Processes.229 The authors 

state they designed it to involve upper secondary school students in active self-

directed study of the patterns and processes of human settlement. The approach is 

geared towards students of 16 to 17 years of age because they should be capable of 

understanding the location, distribution and interaction of phenomena and the way 

in which these change through time. A wide variety of case studies with questions 

and practical exercises to lead students to form their own hypotheses or to discover 

relevant concepts are provided. Extensive use is also made of statistics, photographs 

and maps. Further, suggestions are included for fieldwork and for the investigation 

of topics in more detail. That approach is quite different from textbooks published 

in earlier years where activities formed only a small percentage of the spatial content. 

It was also well suited to the Western Australian senior secondary school geography 

syllabus because of the emphasis on student-centred inquiry. 

Table 39 below shows an overview of the results of the analysis of the book: 

 

 
229 D. D. Harris and I. R. Stehbens (1981). Settlement Patterns and Processes. Melbourne: Longman 

Cheshire. 



 306 

D. D. Harris and I. R. Stehbens  1981 Settlement Patterns and Processes. Melbourne: 
Longman Cheshire 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

24x19cm 327p B&W and coloured 
photos, maps, diagrams, 
tables, graphs 

19.75% 39% 41.25% + 
exercises at end 
of some chapters 

Table 39: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Settlement Patterns and Processes. 

A large proportion overall (41.25 per cent) of the pages is devoted to activities. 

Indeed, in a number of runs of 10 pages 61.5 per cent of spatial content is devoted to 

activities. Text covers about one-fifth of the space (19.75 per cent) and illustrations 

fill more than one third of the pages (39 per cent). The contents pages for each 

chapter are arranged such that they list topics, concepts, major case studies, minor 

case studies, and skills. Further, the last chapter presents self-assessment exercises 

that require a student to bring together the knowledge and skills gained from the 

other chapters. A useful index is located at the end. 

The results of three analyses of textbooks recommended in the syllabus for 

‘applied geography’, later termed ‘practical geography’ that was offered to Year 12 

students not intending to continue studies beyond secondary school level are now 

outlined. The first book is Geography in Action230 written by Australian authors for 

Australian students. It has many examples relating to Australia as well as to 

international matters. Overall, it is more of a workbook than a traditional textbook. 

The authors also clearly set out to foster student inquiry by posing many questions 

throughout on a variety of topics and concepts. 

 
230 B. Cox and L. Bartlett (1983). Geography in Action. Milton, Qld.: Jacaranda Press. 
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The overview of the results of the analysis of the book is presented in Table 40 

below: 

 
B. Cox and L. Bartlett 1983 Geography in Action. Milton, Qld: Jacaranda Press 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

25x20cm 249p B&W and colour photos, 
maps, diagrams, graphs 

28.5% 28.75% 42.75% 

Table 40: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Geography in Action. 

The proportion of space given to text (28.5 per cent) and illustrations (28.75 per cent) 

is about the same with the remaining 42.75 per cent devoted to activities that often 

relate to the illustrations overall that increased the amount of space given over to 

activities. The contents page is very concise and the index is provided. No references 

for suggested reading are presented. 

The next book analysed was Australian Environments: Place, Pattern and 

Process.231 It was written by two Western Australian teachers of geography for 

Australian senior secondary geography students. It has sections on landscapes and 

land use, settlement patterns, and urban studies all relating to selected regions of 

Australia. These are illustrated by presenting numerous case studies. 

Table 41 below shows an overview of the results of the analysis of it: 

R. Barrett and P. Dent 1991 Australian Environments: Place, pattern and 
process. Melbourne: Macmillan 

 
Size/Pages 

 
Illustrations 

Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 
% Text % Illustrations % Activities 

25x19cm 392p B&W photos, diagrams, 
maps, graphs, tables, colour 
map extracts 

51.25% 41.75% 7% 

Table 41: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Australian Environments: Place, Pattern and 
Process. 

 
231 R. Barrett and P. Dent (1991). Australian Environments: Place, Pattern and Process. Melbourne: 

Macmillan. 
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The contents pages are detailed as is the index. About half of the pages are text (51.5 

per cent), just less than half (41.5 per cent) is given to illustrations, and 7 per cent is 

devoted to student exercises. 

It is stated in the preface to another book again Landscapes and Land Uses: 

Studies in Australian Geography232 that it was written “primarily to meet the needs 

of students studying the Year 12 Western Australian geography syllabus”. Matters 

related to the concepts of place, process and issues are considered through detailing 

Australia’s landscapes and land uses, its settlement patterns and its urban geography, 

with special emphasis on the south western region of Western Australia. 

An overview of the results of the analysis of the book is presented in Table 42 

below: 

 
D. Guy, J. Kalajzich and J. Nelson 1991 Landscapes and Land Uses: Studies in Australian 

Geography. Sydney: McGraw Hill  
 

Size/Pages 
 

Illustrations 
Percentage of spatial content: pp. 20-29, 120-129 

% Text % Illustrations % Activities 
28x21cm 269p B&W some colour photos, 

maps, diagrams, graphs, 
tables, colour map extracts 

53.75% 40% 6.25% 

Table 42: Analysis Summary of the Textbook Entitled Landscapes and Land Uses: Studies in 
Australian Geography. 

It contains a variety of questions and practical exercises designed to guide student 

learning of key concepts and the development of mapping and practical skills. The 

contents page is concise as is the index. The analysis shows that about half (53.75 

per cent) of the pages are given to text, 40 per cent is filled with illustrations and 

 
232 D. Guy, J. Kalajzich and J. Nelson (1991). Landscapes and Land Uses: Studies in Australian 

Geography. Sydney: McGraw-Hill. 
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6.25 per cent is devoted to student activities. Each chapter also has a set of practical 

and extension exercises. 

Analysis of the spatial characteristics of atlases detailed 
in the syllabus for the period 1975-1996 

The editor of Robinson’s World Atlas233 set out to present material of relevance to 

Australian school courses and in particular that for New South Wales secondary 

schools. In the selection of maps and in the supplementary material presented, there 

is strong orientation towards the landscape approach to geography as outlined in the 

New South Wales School Certificate Geography Syllabus. An overview of the 

results of the analysis of the atlas is presented in Table 43 below: 

  

 
233 Robinson Pty. Ltd. and H. Tieney (Ed.) and H. E. C. Robinson Ltd. (1969). Robinson’s World 

Atlas. Sydney: H. E. C. Robinson Ltd. 
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Robinson’s World Atlas. Sydney: Robinson Pty Ltd 1969 28 x 22cm 130p 
Softcover  

Spatial content percentage value 
Australia Australia  

States 
World Continents 

& Regions 
Countries Guidance Non 

cartographic 
Tabular General 

Info 
All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All 
types 
of 
maps 
physi-
cal 
and 
thema-
tic 

All types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

Explanation 
of the 
content 
including 
projections 
and skills 
of reading 
maps in the 
atlases 
including 
self-paced 
or teacher-
directed 
learning 
activities.  

Photos, 
diagrams, 
artist 
impressions,  

Geograph
ic data 
such as 
tables of 
land area, 
population,  
GNP/GDP 
literacy 
rates, 
language 
religions 

Index, 
glossary, 
gazetteer, 
legends 
 

7.1% 7.1% 10.2% 21.2% 9.5% 4.7% 17.3% 0% 22.9% 
Table 43: Analysis Summary of the Atlas Entitled Robinson’s World Atlas. 

 
Much of the coverage is categorised as non-cartographic. Some of the non-

cartographic pages are artist impressions of landforms. If they had been replaced 

with photographs they would probably have been more effective for enabling visual 

comprehension. 

The 15 pages of single colour landscape maps at the back of the atlas convey 

little information apart from place names. There is also some oblique hill shading. 

Photographs would again possibly have been more useful. There are 18 pages of 

well-chosen maps on Australia that represents about 14 per cent of the spatial 

content. There are another eight pages of thematic maps on New Guinea and New 

Zealand, and more covering Australia and South East Asia. Continents and their 

regions received coverage over 27 pages of maps (21.2 per cent) while another 13 

pages of maps (10.2 per cent) are designed to promote comparative study of global 

distributions of selected geographic phenomena. Features of individual countries are 

described in maps over 12 pages (9.5 per cent) and an index fills 26 pages. No tables 

of data are outlined in this atlas. 
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Another atlas used was The New Jacaranda Atlas.234 It has a strong orientation 

towards Australia, having many thematic maps of the continent and a detailed 

treatment of each State and Territory. In a logical sequence, the first nine pages treat 

the world. This is followed by 39 pages on Australia. Australia’s near neighbours, 

New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and South East Asia are then treated before 

moving to continents and selected countries. 

Choropleth maps are used throughout the atlas to detail population distribution, 

social geography and per capita income. Proportional symbols are also used to 

represent such urban population centres as the south west of Western Australia. 

Climate information is illustrated on isopleth maps accompanied by column graphs 

to show temperature and precipitation data at numerous stations. What likely was 

particularly useful for students and teachers is the variety of photographs (oblique, 

aerial and satellite) placed alongside maps dealing with areas such as functional 

zones of central Sydney. Sample studies of particular regions are also presented, 

including land use of Murray Bridge in South Australia, with an aerial photograph 

placed beside a map. Another case study presents a Landsat satellite photograph of 

Brisbane and its hinterland with four maps on the facing page showing selected 

social geography information. A topographic map extract (1:25000) of Dunwich, a 

coastal town in Queensland, is also presented on one page opposite an aerial 

photograph of the same area on the facing page. All these features make this atlas 

very useful in the classroom and for private study at home. 

 
234 Jacaranda Wiley Ltd., Cartographic Unit and J. S. Feodoroff (1977). The New Jacaranda Atlas. 

Milton, Qld.: Jacaranda Press. 
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Table 44 below presents an overview of the results of the analysis of the atlas: 

 
The New Jacaranda Atlas. Milton, Qld: Jacaranda Press 1977 29 x 22cm 155p 

Hardcover  
Spatial content percentage value 

Australia Australia  
States 

World Continents 
& Regions 

Countries Guidance Non 
Cartographic 

Tabular General 
Info 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All 
types of 
maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

All types 
of maps 
physical 
and 
thematic 

Explanations 
of the 
content 
including 
projections 
and skills of 
reading 
maps in the 
atlases 
including 
self-paced or 
teacher-
directed 
learning 
activities 

Photos, 
diagrams, 
artist 
impressions  

Geographic 
data such 
as tables of 
land area, 
population, 
GNP/GDP, 
literacy 
rates, 
languages, 
religions 

Index, 
glossary, 
gazetteer, 
legends 
 

5.6% 14.8% 6.4% 25.9% 22.9% 0% 4.8% 2.6% 17% 
Table 44: Analysis Summary of the Atlas Entitled The New Jacaranda Atlas. 

No guidance is given on using the information in the atlas. Also no exercises or 

details on activities accompany the sample studies. Nevertheless, it is likely that with 

teacher guidance the various maps and other features were instructive for students 

learning the geographic techniques of interpretation. Of the spatial content 20.4 per 

cent is devoted to Australia and just over 55 per cent is devoted to the treatment of 

the rest of the world. 

Conclusion 

This chapter detailed the construction of geography as a senior secondary school 

subject in Western Australian government schools during the period from 1975 to 

1997. The broad context of national developments in Australia that influenced 

curriculum change was outlined. A discussion of developments in general schooling 

and curriculum internationally, in Australia and in the State of Western Australia 

followed. Developments in the geography curriculum in Britain, America and in 
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Australia were then described. The bulk of the chapter then dealt with an analysis of 

the Western Australian geography syllabi for the senior secondary school years that 

applied from 1975 to 1997. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

This thesis has provided an understanding of how, historically, geography has been 

constructed as a subject for students in the senior secondary school years in Western 

Australian government secondary schools from 1917 to 1997. The stimulus for 

writing it arose from cogitating general patterns within the development of 

geography as an area of study for senior secondary schools internationally as 

discerned by various scholars. The outcome was an account detailing four dominant 

constructions of the subject one in each of the following sub-periods: 1917 to 1944, 

1945 to 1957, 1958 to 1974, and 1975 to 1997. They were ‘environmental 

determinism’, the ‘natural regions of the world’, the ‘systematic study of the 

continents’, and the ‘study of patterns and processes and of contemporary world 

problems’. 

That account is now revisited through a meta-analysis of the results of the 

research, detailed in relation to three hypotheses. The first of these states that 

“curricula, both whole curricula and subject specific curricula including geography 

in Western Australia, have been influenced by international trends, nation-wide 

developments and State developments”. The second hypothesis holds that “the 

subject geography was a field rather than a form of knowledge with shifting sets of 

sub-groups all pursuing different objectives and that in that process school 
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geography lagged behind academic geography”. The third hypothesis claims that 

“historically the role of the teacher of geography and the growth in the quality of the 

subject went through Beeby’s four key stages in the development of a school system: 

the ‘Dame School Stage’, the ‘Stage of Formalism’, the ‘Stage of Transition’ and the 

‘Stage of Meaning’.1 The chapter concludes with some suggestions for future 

research and emphasises the importance of examining curricular history in order for 

senior secondary school geography to progress as a vital part of the Australian 

Curriculum for secondary education. 

Meta-analysis of the Results of the Study 

Initially the present writer engaged in ‘naive induction’ to distil themes from the 

results detailed above. The four major themes generated were elaborated upon in the 

previous chapters. It was then decided to subject these to a meta-analysis by 

considering them in relation to these hypotheses. The results of that are now 

presented. 

The first hypothesis considered 

In 2011 Whalley, et al.2 hypothesised that curricula “are creatures of circumstance; 
they are influenced by national needs, histories and political investment as well as 
an institutional inertia”. This was rephrased by the present author as follows for the 
Western Australian situation: ‘Curricula, both whole curricula and subject specific 
curricula including geography in Western Australia, have been influenced by 
international trends, nation-wide developments and State developments’. The 
hypothesis was deemed to be largely upheld though not totally for senior secondary 
school geography in the State for the overall period studied.  

 
1 C. E Beeby (1966). The Quality of Education in Developing Countries.  Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 
2 W. B. Whalley, A. Saunders, R. A. Lewis, M. Buenemann and P. C. Sutton (2011). Curriculum 

development: Producing geographers for the 21st century. Journal of Geography in Higher 
Education. 35 (3): 379-393, p. 381. 
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Specifically in relation to the sub-period 1917-1944, students were required to 

be aware of current events and to be able to associate them with their knowledge of 

geography. Examination questions were then posed to test that knowledge. Some 

examples demonstrate the influence of international conflicts, including World War 

One and World War Two. International social unrest as in the Russian Revolution 

also appeared. So also did international engineering projects like the Panama Canal 

and connections with trading partners, especially Britain, USA and Japan. 

Over the period specific countries were also occasionally detailed in the 

syllabus as deserving of special attention. In 1917, for example, those were South 

Africa and Japan while in 1920 they were the Balkan States and the West Indies. An 

explanation of that situation could relate to the fact that from the outbreak of World 

War One, South Africa joined Great Britain and the Allies against Germany, while 

Japan had become an important trading partner with Australia. In other words, 

geography was a subject that indicated to students who were the nation’s friends and 

foes. 

Geography students were also required to demonstrate their knowledge of 

places and events reported in newspapers at the time. On that, one examiner stated 

that, “any student of geography who is not perfectly familiar with the main features 

of the war zone must be regarded as far from satisfactory”.3 The attention given to 

the Balkan States, which were merging to form the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, and to 

 
3 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1918. Perth: The University of Western Australia,  
p. 196. 
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the USA that was taking possession of the Danish West Indies, may also indicate a 

desire that students’ interests in world events be broadened.  

Specific countries were also the focus of geography examination questions 

from time to time, and especially those countries with which Australia had 

significant trade ties. Questions also were posed requiring knowledge of countries 

and locations affected by World War One. Those included Switzerland, Turkey, and 

Germany’s colonies. That situation may have been due to the State of Western 

Australia being relatively isolated from other State capitals and from allied Western 

countries, and the local authorities thus being keen to broaden students’ knowledge 

beyond their locale. 

There were also fairly direct overseas influences on the development of 

geography as a school subject in Western Australia. The Geographical Association 

founded in 1893 in the UK to establish geography in schools and universities was 

one. It was largely responsible for bringing about considerable improvement in 

geography education across the British Empire, as was the Royal Geographical 

Society whose members’ interests were taken up in Australia, including Western 

Australia. Another influence was the International Geographical Union (IGU) 

established in 1922 and Australia became a member country. Connections were also 

established with the Institute of Australian Geographers, and the Australian 

Geography Teachers Association, and affiliated associations were established in 

various States including Western Australia. 

The British born, Australian educated Griffith Taylor (1880-1963) also directly 

influenced geography nationally through his lecturing and his textbooks on the 
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historical, physiographic and economic aspects of Australia with their emphasis on 

environmental determinism. While British textbooks were used in school geography 

courses up to the 1920s, aspects of the Australian natural environment did come to 

be emphasised generally and in textbooks due to Taylor’s efforts in the role as the 

foundation head of Australia’s first geography department at The University of 

Sydney. He also became Chief Examiner and designed the senior secondary school 

geography syllabus in NSW that in turn influenced the structure and content of the 

five-year Western Australian Leaving Certificate syllabus of the sub-period. 

There were also specific local influences. The Manual of Public Examinations 

Board for 19174 that contained the first detailed syllabus, was designed by The 

University of Western Australia’s Public Examinations Board.  Since a Professor of 

Geography was not appointed there until decades later, the Professor of Geology was 

Chief Examiner for Junior and Leaving Certificate geography. That partly explains 

the emphasis on the subject’s physical basis and assumptions underpinning it on 

links between the physical world, the organic world and human society. The 

particular influence of Dr Joeseph Gentilli (1912-2000) also began to be felt 

following his arrival in Australia from Italy in September 1939 and his securing of a 

lecturing position within the Department of Economics at The University of Western 

Australia. The following year he gave a series of extension lectures in geography 

there and in 1941 he received approval to introduce a new course in economic 

 
4 University of Western Australia. Public Examinations Board. Manual of Public Examinations held 

by The University of Western Australia for 1917. Perth: The University of Western Australia. 
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geography.5 Later he taught a unit in physical geography and a unit in economic and 

social geography,6 all of which came to influence the school geography curriculum. 

_________________________ 

During World War Two, there were no examination questions in school geography 

in Western Australia that made explicit reference to the War, even though various 

battles and their locations were reported in the national press. The reason perhaps is 

that following the experience of the horror of the First World War on an industrial 

scale, this new world war was not perceived as an adventure to be glorified. Thus, 

questions only referred to it tangentially, as in 1941 when candidates were asked to 

write an essay on “Britain’s interests in and around the Mediterranean”. That 

wording suggested that while the War was not to be commented on, the interests of 

the British Empire were to still be considered paramount. In similar vein, in 1943 an 

examination question focused on Burma another country of the British Empire and 

one where the Australian military fought. By contrast, a question also posed in 1943 

required the writing of an essay on the “climate, vegetation and towns of Japan”, 

while another in 1946 required an essay on the “physical build and resources of 

Japan”. That situation may have been influenced by a notion of ‘know thy enemy’. 

Just as in World War One, however, geographers did play an important role in 

World War Two, including through surveying, map making, battle strategy and 

 
5 Armstrong, P. (2001) Obituary: Joseph Gentilli. Australian Geographical Studies. 39 (2): 249-252; 

The University of Western Australia. Calendar of The University of Western Australia for the Year 
1941. Crawley, WA: The University of Western Australia Text Book Board, 1941, p. 222. 

6 The University of Western Australia. Calendar of The University of Western Australia for the Year 
1950. Crawley, WA: The University of Western Australia Text Book Board, 1950, p. 69 
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intelligence, and the production of handbooks. A fundamental intelligence 

organisation that contributed to the allied victory in the War in the Pacific was the 

inter-service and inter-allied unit named the Allied Geographical Section (AGS), 

established in July 1942 and mostly staffed by Australians, including geographers.7 

A legacy of the AGS was the founding in 1946 of the Australian National University, 

the nation’s first research university to serve Australia’s post-War need for advanced 

research and postgraduate studies. A particular mission was to study the history, 

geography, economies and anthropology of the islands to the east and north of 

Australia.8 Those developments also seem to have had a curriculum influence, 

including the introduction in syllabi in Western Australia of a hitherto neglected 

emphasis on Monsoon Asia. 

Another influence in the State was that of returning ex-service men and women 

enrolling in university-based teacher training courses. At The University of Western 

Australia those interested in geography could only enroll in units in economic 

geography, and geology. Related to that Biddle9 observed that teachers with War 

service backgrounds objected to the lack of choice in the school geography syllabus, 

limited teaching strategies being used by non-geographers teaching the subject, and 

an inability of others to introduce students to concepts, generalisations, insights and 

skills they had obtained from their overseas observations and experiences. On a more 

positive note their influence contributed to a revised Leaving Certificate geography 

 
7 R. R. E Bowd (2005). A Basis for Victory: Allied Geographical Section, 1942-1946. Canberra: 
Strategic Defence Study Centre, Australian National University. 
8 Ibid. 
9 D. S. Biddle (1996). Syllabuses in Australian geography. In Gerber, R. and Lidstone, J. (Eds.) 

Developments and Directions in Geographical Education. Bristol: Channel View Publications, 
1996, pp. 19-34. 
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syllabus being introduced in 1958 that was far less prescriptive than the 1945 

syllabus had been. Overall it presented as a general statement with extensive 

accompanying notes of advice for teachers. School authorities were now also 

encouraged to purchase topographic maps, resouces with which the ex-servicemen 

now teaching geography were familiar due to their wartime experiences. 

The previously mentioned Dr Gentilli in 1950 also played a part through 

adding a new unit in physical geography and a unit in economic and social geography 

at The University of Western Australia.10 That was significant because up until then 

trainee secondary school teachers had very limited opportunities to study a full 

course in geography.11 Further, it can be assumed some of these students went on to 

teach the subject in schools. 

Gentilli was a “strong advocate of the regional approach to geography and ran 

courses with a regional focus”.12 That approach soon came to prominence in school 

geography. Further, while Gentilli remained in the University’s Department of 

Economics for many years, he prepared maps and published books and articles on 

various aspects of the geography of Australia and the State, including on 

climatology, agriculture, biogeography and geomorphology, all of which contributed 

to geographical knowledge that permeated the schools. That was assisted by his 

abiding interest in the teaching of geography in schools, a situation that led him 

 
10 The University of Western Australia. Calendar of The University of Western Australia for the Year 

1950. Crawley, WA: The University of Western Australia Text Book Board, 1950, p. 69 
11 J. Gentilli (c1956). Leaving Geography 1941-1955. Research Report No. 43. Nedlands, WA: 

Geographical Laboratory, The University of Western Australia, p. 1. 
12  P. Armstrong (2001). Obituary: Joseph Gentilli. Australian Geographical Studies. 39 (2): 249-

252. p. 251 
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writing a series of school textbooks and articles in teachers’ journals on the teaching 

of the subject and on examinations. At one time also he was Chief Examiner of 

Leaving Certificate geography. In addition, overall it has been concluded that, as a 

member of the Institute of Australian Geographers from its founding in 1958, “Joe 

Gentilli’s influence was enormous [and] his books enjoyed a wide circulation”.13 

More broadly geography became a very popular senior secondary school 

subject in Western Australian comprehensive high schools from the late 1950s 

through to the 1980s.14 By the late 1960s, however, geography teachers in the State 

expressed their dissatisfaction with the syllabus and called for changes that led to the 

introduction of a new syllabus in 1975 that was deemed ‘more interesting’.	The 

school subject’s popularity was also influential in the rise of the discipline at The 

University of Western Australia. The State Department of Education required more 

geography teachers and repeatedly called on the University for the subject to be 

offered in degree programs. Eventually in 1964 the first Chair of Geography was 

established. Soon there were teacher graduates with majors in geography, further 

cementing the place of the subject in the senior secondary school curriculum.	The 

University’s influence on secondary school curricula also continued through the 

maintenance of its entry requirements that were upheld by the Public Examination 

Board that it dominated. That meant that local university scholars defined and 

legitimated the geography syllabus content for Western Australian secondary 

 
13 P. Armstrong (2001). Obituary: Joseph Gentilli. Australian Geographical Studies, p. 252. 
14 Geography’s attraction placed the subject third behind English and mathematics from 1972 to 1982 

except when it slipped to fourth in 1973 and 1974. The new curriculum in 1975 rectified that 
situation. J. M. Powell (1984). Curriculum reform and the ‘constituency’ challenge: Recent trends 
in higher school geography. Australian Geographical Studies. 22: 275-295.  
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schools.	

Finally, the Geography Teachers’ Association of Western Australia (GTAWA) 

formed in 1970 was also influential. It regularly called for geography curriculum 

reform. On that, it convened a conference in 1971 of local teachers, academics and 

representatives of the Australian Geography Teachers Association, the 

recommendations of which directly led to the formulation of a new senior secondary 

school geography curriculum that was introduced in 1975. 

__________________________ 

In the 1970s nations responded to the neo-liberal forces of globalisation and 

microeconomic reform to align education with vocational curricula and business and 

to forge market-based systems of accountability and control.15 Like many Western 

nations, Australia followed suit by developing a national curriculum based on 

managerialist outcomes-based education (OBE) principles.16 The attention of 

curriculum developers was also focused on a perceived need for ‘complete 

curriculum packages’. One outcome in Western Australia in 1981 was the 

introduction of a senior secondary school subject, initially titled ‘applied geography’. 

That was developed as an alternative subject alongside the TAE17 geography 

curriculum and it was meant for those not intending to go on to university studies. 

Later in 1992, international influences were manifested in a revision of the TEE 

 
15 P. Fairbrother, S. Svensen and J. Teicher (1997). The ascendancy of neo-liberalism in Australia. 

Capital & Class. 21 (3): 1-12. 
16 M. A. Clements (1996). The national curriculum in Australia. Education Research and 

Perspectives. 23 (1): 61-92. 
17 The Leaving Certificate examination was replaced by the Tertiary Admissions Examination (TAE) 

in 1975. That was renamed the Tertiary Entrance Examination (TEE) in 1986. 
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geography syllabus with the inclusion of a rationale, general aims, specific 

objectives, recommendations on teaching approaches, types of learning activities, 

time allocation, and resources. 

In the 1960s, a time of radical change in universities internationally, the 

influence of the Western Australian Public Examinations Board came to be 

challenged. In 1975, it “ceased to exist”18 and was replaced by the Board of 

Secondary Education. Certification of student achievement at school was also 

separated from the entrance requirements of the University and other tertiary 

education institutions. At the same time, the University’s recruitment of professional 

geographers resulted in them agitating for reform of the Leaving Certificate 

geography curriculum. In that, they were supported by the growing number of 

graduates with geography majors who were now employed in schools as geography 

teachers.19 Additionally, a Geography Teachers’ Association of Western Australia 

(GTAWA) was formed in 1970 with curriculum reform being its main aim. The 

Association convened a conference in 1971 to discuss the geography curriculum and 

local academics were invited to participate. The locals voiced their strong views in 

denouncing the existing curriculum. 

The conference led to a small group of GTAWA executive members and others 

in positions of influence at the University and the State Department of Education to 

 
18 Western Australia. Board of Secondary Education. Syllabuses 1975: Certificate of Secondary 

Education and the Tertiary Admissions Examination. Perth, W. A.: Board of Secondary Education 
of Western Australia, p. 5.; White, M. A. (1975). Sixty years of public examinations and 
matriculation policy in Western Australia. Australian Journal of Education.  19 (1): 64-77. 

19 C. J. Marsh (1982). Teachers’ perceptions of the TAE geography syllabus. Western Geographer. 
6 (1): 21-30. 
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immediately commence the design of an alternative curriculum. Eventually a 

radically different curriculum was introduced for 1975. That highlighted the 

continuing influence of the University’s academic staff, albeit in an indirect way on 

the geography curriculum for the senior secondary schools. 

_________________________ 

The period 1975-1997 was one of unprecedented change in Australia. Government 

policies related to national economic restructuring oriented towards global economic 

competitiveness, encouraged students to remain at school. Accompanying the trend 

were general labour market conditions that periodically had a marked effect on 

school retention. That meant an increase in the number of students with a diverse 

range of abilities who previously would not have remained in the senior secondary 

school years.20 

Specifically in Western Australia, a two-year senior secondary school 

geography course titled ‘applied geography’ was introduced in 1981 for the new 

cohort of students noted above, and especially for those who did not anticipate 

entering a tertiary institution and for whom TAE geography was deemed to be too 

academically oriented. It also emphasised a practical, student-centred approach to 

the study of contemporary issues and current affairs and avoided high level 

conceptualisation. In 1986 that course was divided into separate Year 11 and Year 

12 one-year courses and was renamed ‘practical geography’. It was designed to be 

independent of other senior secondary school geography subjects offered in Western 

 
20 T. Karmel (1995). Educational Expansion and Equity. Paper presented at the 24th Conference of 

Economists. Canberra: Department of Employment, Education and Training. 
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Australian schools. 

The Geographical Association of Western Australia (GAWA)21 continued its 

influential role in geography education in the State by promoting the subject amongst 

students, teachers and the wider community. By commissioning local academic 

geographers, geography curriculum consultants and specialist geography teachers, it 

succeeded in publishing teaching and learning materials that specifically addressed 

the Western Australian geography curriculum. It also organised and conducted 

geography enrichment seminars and annual examination revision seminars for 

students. 

The second hypothesis considered 

Goodson22 hypothesised that historically and internationally the school subject 
geography was a field rather than a form of knowledge, with shifting sets of sub-
groups overtime pursuing different objectives. He added that in that process it 
regularly lagged behind developments in academic geography. Those notions were 
rephrased by the present writer to read as follows: ‘the subject geography was a 
field rather than a form of knowledge with shifting sets of sub-groups all pursuing 
different objectives and in that process school geography lagged behind academic 
geography’. 

 

Overall, Goodson’s use of language reflected a distinction drawn between 

‘forms of knowledge’ and ‘fields of knowledge’ as proposed in the 1960s by the 

education philosopher Paul Hirst.23 Forms of knowledge, according to Hirst, are 

ways of thinking that are complex ways of making sense of experiences. Each is 

distinguished by its particular concepts, has a distinctive logical structure, has its 

 
21 Formerly the Geography Teachers’ Association of Western Australia (GTAWA). 
22 I. F. Goodson (1983). School Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in Curriculum History. 

London: Croom Helm. 
23 P. H. Hirst (1974). Knowledge and the Curriculum. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
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own terms that can be tested against experience, uses its own approaches in exploring 

experiences, and puts forward its own criteria for differentiating between true and 

false and between good and bad. Further, each form of knowledge has developed 

within it specialist subjects, or disciplines.24 In total he proposed eight forms: history, 

science, social science, literature and the arts, mathematics, philosophy, religion and 

ethics. 

‘Fields of knowledge’ relate to what we have come to call interdisciplinary 

studies. These consist of collections from various forms of knowledge (and also from 

subject disciplines within them) arranged around a unifying concept. Thus, in this 

sense, geography can be labelled a field of knowledge. Other fields of knowledge 

are ‘peace studies’, ‘women studies’ and ‘ethnic studies’.25 

Currently, academic geography as an integrating field of knowledge concerned 

with the studies of the earth’s landscapes, peoples, places and environments, draws 

on various forms of knowledge. For example, within it, human geography draws on 

the social sciences and their understandings of the dynamics of cultures, societies 

and economies, while physical geography draws on the earth sciences 

understandings of the dynamics of physical landscapes and environmental processes. 

Further, over time changes to new paradigms in geography correlated with changes 

in the philosophy and/or methodology of one or more of the physical, biological and 

social sciences. 

 
24 T. O’Donoghue (2016). Understanding Contemporary Education: Key Themes and Issues. 

London: Routledge. 
25 Ibid. 
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Specifically regarding school geography in Western Australia, Goodson’s 

hypothesis is upheld in relation to each sub-period studied. The prevailing paradigm 

of academic geography for the first sub-period from 1917 to 1944, was ‘man and his 

environment’. In Britain and the USA that orientation influenced teaching at 

university level under two headings, namely physical geography and political 

geography. Regarding both, ‘environmental determinism’ was an essential 

underpinning position. In Australia, including in Western Australia however, “short 

courses in economic geography were for some time all that was available for 

undergraduate students and even then in only three of the nation’s eight 

universities”.26 At the same time from 1918 to 1939 the subject in the universities 

was becoming a gathering of disparate strands of the systematic studies and the 

geographical aspects of other disciplines into a coherent and focused unity. That way, 

environmental determinism eventually became dominant in many constituencies. 

The Western Australian geography curriculum for senior secondary schools at 

the time also reflected the patterns within academic geography noted above, albeit a 

number of years after they were evident in universities. In particular, the 

philosophical foundation was ‘environmental determinism’, focused on the 

environmental influences and controls deemed to be determining human settlement 

and activity. To that end, the main parts of the Leaving Certificate geography 

syllabus were: ‘elements of mathematical geography’, ‘physical geography’, 

‘commercial geography’, ‘political geography’ and ‘practical work’, with 

 
26 R. H. Greenwood (1952). The economic aspects of geography. Australian Geographer. 6 (1): 17-

21, p. 17. 
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knowledge and skills pertaining to each area to be applied to Australasia and other 

selected countries. Thus, as a field of study in the senior secondary school curriculum 

in Western Australia, geography drew primarily from the academic forms of 

knowledge, disciplines of history, politics, economics and geology. 

_______________________ 

Goodson’s hypothesis is also upheld for the sub-period, 1945 to 1957. The 

philosophical foundation of the academic discipline was now regional geography. 

During the 1950s, however, it started to shift as a belief grew that the methods used 

for the defining regions did not align with scientific approaches adopted in other 

disciplines. By now economists, sociologists and other social scientists were 

developing theories of spatial organisation and using quantitative methods to test 

their theories. That realisation brought Schaefer27 to argue in the USA that geography 

should be conceived as the science explaining the spatial distribution of features on 

the earth’s surface. The quantitative and theoretical revolution particularly in human 

geography had begun. Physical geographers also adopted the dominant approach in 

the search for scientific explanations of how certain landforms were created. 

Academic geography thus became the science of spatial arrangements (areal 

differentiation) and environmental processes. That focus revealed itself in university 

departments across Australia including at The University of Western Australia 

through the work of Dr Gentilli previously described. 

 
27 F. K. Schaefer (1953). Exceptionalism in geography: A methodological examination. Annals, 

Association of American Geographers. 43: 226-249. 
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The Western Australian Leaving Certificate geography syllabus was revised in 

1945 in line with the patterns detailed above. Thus it was distinctly oriented towards 

regional geography, which constituted the major content area. In particular, the 

influence of the ideas of the academic geographers Herbertson (UK), Semple (USA) 

and Griffith Taylor (Australia) were identifiable. 

The syllabus was divided into seven subsections: natural regions of the world; 

agricultural, pastoral and forest products of four regions; fisheries; distribution of 

minerals and power resources; world distribution of industries and industrial centres; 

geographic influences on world trade; and world distribution of population. The 

‘natural regions of the world’ was, in turn, divided into three main regions that were 

further subdivided into four sub-regions. Also included was a section on ‘practical 

geography’, again for study in relation to regional contexts. Overall, however, 

developments did not catch up with the academic geography’s embracement of 

quantitative and theoretical methods. 

_______________________ 

During the sub-period 1958 to 1974 the philosophical foundations of academic 

geography continued to progress through a series of ‘revolutions’ termed the 

‘quantitative’, ‘methodological’, ‘conceptual’, ‘statistical’, ‘models’, ‘behavioural’ 

and ‘radical’ revolutions. These were a response to a perceived need for rigour in the 

discipline and a search for order amongst the underlying principles of both the 

physical processes in the natural environment and the spatial patterns of human 

occupance. Indeed, by now the notion of ‘spatial analysis’ was becoming central 

throughout the discipline. ‘Human geography’ also began to grow in popularity and 
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comprised at least four divisions: economic, social, cultural, and political. All of 

these were informed by economics, sociology and political science at Australian 

universities, including at The University of Western Australia. 

These paradigms of academic geography were not evident in the school 

geography curriculum in Western Australia. Thus Leaving Certificate geography in 

the State began to lag further behind the structure of the academic discipline. Instead, 

it was based on the interrelations of geographical aspects organised within the broad 

framework of the continents. There were three parts to the syllabus namely, ‘a 

systematic study of the continents’, the ‘use of maps’, and ‘practical geography’. In 

essence, then, the course continued to be a regional geography study of continents. 

______________________ 

The philosophical foundation of academic geography itself started to become unclear 

during the sub-period, 1974 to 1997. That was because the attempted revolutions of 

the previous period did not eliminate previous approaches. Rather, they succeeded 

in increasing the range of work undertaken and fostered the emergence of more sub-

disciplines, such that geography became multi-paradigmatic. Further, few academic 

geographers by the late 1970s identified a regional specialism as their main focus. 

Previous geography syllabi for those in the Western Australian senior 

secondary school years attempted to integrate the human and physical aspects of the 

subject within a regional approach that as indicated above lagged behind academic 

geography. A new school geography syllabus introduced in 1975 addressed the issue 

by now arranging content around ‘concept clusters’, with the overall theme being 
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‘earth as the home of man’. The aim was to guide students to practise the discipline 

of geography through the study of patterns, processes, and the problems of the 

contemporary world. It was highly conceptual and clearly showed the influence of 

academic geographers in that the school subject and the academic discipline were 

largely aligned. 

During the 1980s and 1990s the school geography curriculum underwent 

further revision. The basis of the 1981 modified TEE syllabus emphasised the study 

of human geography through focusing on patterns and processes. The central notions 

were ‘man and the biosphere’ and ‘spatial organisation’. The latter was divided into 

four sub-sections, ‘landscape patterns’, ‘settlement patterns’, ‘urban studies’ and 

‘industrial location’. The syllabus thus attempted to capture the multi-paradigmatic 

nature of academic geography in vogue at the time. Also, in 1981, another new less 

academic subject, ‘applied geography’ was introduced for students not intending to 

proceed to university studies. Largely it did not reflect geography teaching and 

research at university level. 

Internationally at university level in the late 1980s another change known as 

the ‘cultural turn’ was initiated by the emergence of multidisciplinary cultural 

studies. That thrust sought to weaken the barriers between different forms of 

geography, such that towards the end of the sub-period the discipline could be 

characterised as having been systematic groupings. Those included economic 

geography, urban geography, political geography, population geography and 

historical geography, alongside climatology, pedology, geomorphology and 

biogeography. Subdivisions and specialty groups also emerged. 
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In 1986, TEE level geography in Western Australia was divided into two 

separate courses one for Year 11 and the other for Year 12. The latter focused on 

spatial organisation and on the contemporary world from the geographic perspective 

of people, environment and resources. A joint approach of addressing pattern and 

process was also continued. ‘Applied geography’ was also divided into Year 11 and 

Year 12 courses and renamed ‘practical geography’ using the concepts of ‘work’ and 

‘leisure’ as vehicles to explore geographical concepts. 

Finally, the 1992 revision of the TEE geography syllabus retained the human 

geography foundation. It was designed to develop students’ understanding of the 

physical and human components of the environment, to evaluate people’s influence 

on it and develop an appreciation of the significance of spatial patterns. The emphasis 

was on the study of Australia, and particularly Southwest Western Australia. The 

course had three main parts namely, ‘landscapes and land use in Australia’, 

‘settlement patterns’, and ‘urban Australia’. There was also a mapping and practical 

skills part, the objectives of which were to be integrated with the other parts of the 

course. Once again, then, the school geography syllabi had drifted away from the 

academic discipline although it sought to reflect the general paradigm of the 

discipline in that it was framed essentially as human geography. In some ways it also 

reflected its multi-paradigmatic nature. And, above all, it was still very much 

constructed as a ‘field of knowledge’ rather than a ‘form of knowledge’. 
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The third hypothesis considered 

Beeby28 hypothesised that historically the role of the teacher has changed across 
four key stages: the ‘Dame School Stage’, the ‘Stage of Formalism’, the ‘Stage of 
Transition’ and the ‘Stage of Meaning’. He also proposed that growth in the quality 
of education moves through these stages. This hypothesis is partly upheld in relation 
to how historically geography has been constructed as a subject for senior secondary 
students in Western Australia, the one major exception relating to the ‘dame school 
stage’. That is characterised by ill-educated and untrained teachers who are only 
able to teach narrow subject content (the ‘three Rs’) through rigid techniques of 
memorisation. 

Teachers of geography in Western Australia during the period 1917 to 1944, 

as well as later cannot be characterised as having ever been at Beeby’s ‘dame school 

stage’. Rather, they were at the ‘stage of formalism’. That is the stage when, 

according to Beeby, teachers have received basic training at least in teaching 

methods and at least have a good knowledge of the teaching subject from secondary 

courses. 

Further regarding Beeby’s model and the preparation of teachers of geography 

in the period 1917-1944, the latter most likely did not include university education 

in geography for most until 1941 when, as noted already a unit of economic 

geography was offered at The University of Western Australia. Some geography 

teachers though, may have acquired a university education in geology. The 

likelihood however, is that most had studied geography only at the secondary school 

level albeit at the ‘normal school’ opened in Perth in 1907, that was essentially a 

secondary school for potential teachers. Student teachers then attended the Teachers’ 

Training College at Claremont after it opened in 1902. The ‘trained teacher’s 

 
28 C. E Beeby (1966). The Quality of Education in Developing Countries. 
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certificate’ course from 1912 offered a geography course as professional preparation 

for matriculated and non-matriculated students. 

At the time, teacher training, as it was officially termed, relied on a period of 

apprenticeship known as the ‘monitorship system’ and that continued until 1951. All 

of these features conform to Beeby’s definition of the stage of formalism. The five-

year Leaving Certificate geography syllabus was also one that conformed to the 

criteria for programs located in that stage. It was designed for examination purposes 

and was adopted in schools essentially as the curriculum. The content was outlined 

explicitly and in a ‘capes and bays’ manner that lent itself to teachers teaching in the 

didactic style, using a blackboard, and relying on note taking and memorisation of 

facts for learning to occur. There was also tight discipline in their classrooms. 

An overall perspective also has to be maintained. Candidates sitting the 

Leaving Certificate examinations in the sub-period represented a very small 

proportion of the total secondary school student population. Examination papers for 

the period also indicated a subject in the stage of formalism. Most of the examination 

questions tested the lower order thinking skills of knowledge and comprehension in 

Bloom’s taxonomy terms. Most also required recall of specific information on a topic 

and specific knowledge of geography. 

The reliance on a few prescribed texts further illustrates a subject in Beeby’s 

stage of formalism. For Leaving Certificate geography, it will be recalled, four texts 

were recommended with approximately two-thirds of the available space in each 

given to text. Generally also, for most of the sub-period, textbooks did not outline 

questions and exercises for students. Overall, they represented the subject as being 
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primarily about an accumulation of knowledge, with no evident attempt being made 

to deliberately stimulate student interest and imagination. Further, and again in line 

with a subject in Beeby’s stage of formalism, no atlases were listed for consultation. 

__________________________ 

During the early years following 1945 teaching and the curriculum appear to have 

continued in the stage of formalism but before moving into Beeby’s ‘stage of 

transition’. That stage is characterised by teachers who are better educated than those 

at the stage of formalism and they also have received basic training. While rote 

learning still takes place in the classroom, emphasis is placed on understanding the 

meaning of what is taught, even if what takes place is ‘thin’ and formal. Syllabi and 

textbooks are also less restrictive, but little effort is made to cater for the child’s 

emotional and creative needs. 

At The University of Western Australia, a Faculty of Education was formed in 

1947 and it introduced Australia’s first Bachelor of Education degree. Teacher 

preparation was becoming advanced when compared with what it had been in the 

previous stage. Matriculated trainee teachers could now gain access to the 

University’s diploma and bachelor degree courses that gave them qualifications as 

specialists. From 1950 the University offered units in physical geography, economic 

and social geography and geology. Trainee teachers were still required to spend some 

of their time at the State’s Teachers’ Training College where they had optional 

studies in sociology and psychology, and from 1952 lectures in secondary school 

methods were being conducted for ‘near graduates’. One can assume that at that time 

geography teachers were well qualified, some with a Bachelor of Science degree that 
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included geology. More opportunities for teacher preparation became available as 

additional teachers’ colleges opened, namely Graylands Teachers’ College in 1955 

and Churchlands Teachers’ College in 1972. Then in 1967 at the Western Australian 

Institute of Technology was established and it also offered education courses. 

Improvements in teacher preparation programs coincided with rapid increases 

in the number of trainee teachers required to cope with the pronounced increase in 

school population, especially from 1955. New three-year and five-year 

comprehensive high schools were also opened in the Perth metropolitan area and in 

large country towns. All of these developments indicate a school system having 

moved well into Beeby’s stage of transition. 

A new curriculum was also designed for a system in that stage and which had 

a disparate student body relative to what previously existed. Syllabi for geography 

were no exception. That for the Leaving Certificate examination still emphasised the 

acquisition of geographical knowledge to answer examination questions, didactic 

teaching, note taking and memorisation of facts. However, it was tempered by 

teachers having received better preparation than previously, and having some 

knowledge of education philosophy and a theoretical understanding of the learning 

process. 

The system remained firmly in the stage of transition all through to 1974. For 

senior secondary school geography, examiners now offered choice in questions and 

provided topographic maps and resource booklets. While questions of the knowledge 

and comprehension type that called more for knowing rather than thinking continued 

to dominate, questions to test higher order learning such that candidates could frame 
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their answers in detail and demonstrate their understanding of a topic were also 

posed. 

That geography as a senior secondary school subject continued to be located 

in the stage of transition was reflected in the nature of the textbooks used. Even 

though they still had, on average, about 75 per cent of the pages given to text, they 

also now had more illustrations than previously. At the same time, a huge dearth in 

the outline of student activities meant that the stage of meaning was some time away. 

The nature of teacher preparation for geography was also in accord with a school 

subject in the stage of transition. Teachers were now better trained and better 

qualified academically. 

__________________________ 

In Beeby’s ‘stage of meaning’, teachers are well educated and well trained. A wide 

curriculum is offered and the learning experiences involve the use of a variety of 

content and methods, including problem solving, to cater creatively for individual 

differences. Discipline is relaxed, a positive teaching approach is adopted and 

buildings and equipment are better than they were in the previous stages. 

Teacher preparation institutions in Western Australia in the early 1970s 

included The University of Western Australia, the Western Australian Institute of 

Technology and five State teachers’ colleges. The latter were combined to eventually 

form Edith Cowan University in 1991. Murdoch University after it opened in 1975 

also offered teacher preparation courses as did the private Catholic Notre Dame 

University that opened in 1992. The Western Australian Institute of Technology 
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became Curtin University of Technology in 1986 and continued to offer teacher 

preparation courses. Thus by the middle of the period 1975-1997 teachers in the State 

were being well prepared and well educated as teachers operating at Beeby’s stage 

of meaning. School facilities also met the criteria for a school system at that stage 

since from 1973 Australian Schools Commission funding had resulted in significant 

improvements in resources. 

The senior secondary school geography curriculum was also propelled 

forward. More professional interests began to influence it when The University of 

Western Australia’s Public Examinations Board was abolished and the Board of 

Secondary Education assumed responsibility for curricula, examinations and the 

issuing of school completion certificates. A new geography curriculum was 

introduced in 1975 for the senior secondary school years. Its highly conceptual 

content, as noted already, was arranged around themes known as ‘concept clusters’, 

with a study of patterns, processes, and the problems of the contemporary world 

promoted. That and the introduction in 1981 of the new subject titled ‘applied 

geography’ for those who did not anticipate entering a tertiary institution, displayed 

mature influences associated with a school subject being offered in a stage of 

meaning. Further, the geography syllabi now included many more recommended 

textbooks for study than previously. 

The situation was advanced further in 1992 when the geography curricula 

outlined statements detailing rationale, general aims, and educational objectives and 

recommendations on teaching approaches, types of learning activities, time 

allocation, and resources. In harmony with that, the provision of learning experiences 
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involved the use of a variety of teaching methods including problem solving, in order 

to both stimulate interest and cater creatively for individual differences. Examination 

questions, while they still tested knowledge, were now also focused on assessing 

higher order application and analysis skills. Additionally, cognitively demanding 

semi-structured and unstructured questions were frequently used. A further feature 

of the subject being taught by teachers in the stage of meaning was greater provision 

in the examination papers than in previous years of information accompanying 

questions so that students were not required to engage in prior memorisation. That 

indicated a belief now in the importance of demonstrating one’s ability to use 

information effectively rather than just retain it as facts. 

Finally, geography textbooks were now in a new mould. They showed a 

marked decrease in the amount of space given to text compared to previous years 

and case studies now featured. Further, illustrations were of a superior quality and in 

colour. Now also there was great provision of activities in which students could 

engage to experience the practical application of geographical knowledge, including 

through the use of school atlases with numerous maps of Australia and its Southeast 

Asian region. 

Conclusion 

The decision to conclude the present study at 1997 was because from that year the 

Western Australian Curriculum Council replaced the State’s Secondary Education 

Authority. The Council eventually introduced a Curriculum Framework for the K to 

12 Years that together with developments on a national curriculum, dictated anew 

the form and content of the Western Australian geography curriculum for those in 
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the senior secondary school years. These developments created both considerable 

debate and work on its construction. Anyone studying that and related developments 

in the subject from 1998 to the present would do well by way of preparation for the 

task to read this thesis so that what eventuated can be seen within a broad temporal 

context. 

The thesis could also act as a model for those wishing to engage in much 

further work in the field of curriculum history. While it focussed on the preactive 

curriculum, an investigation of the interactive curriculum in geography and in other 

school subjects could build on the work undertaken. Further, it is suggested that there 

is considerable potential for such research not only at the State level but also at the 

national and international levels. In the fullness of time, all such work could also 

collectively make an important contribution to the understanding in the fields of 

curriculum design, curriculum development and curriculum innovation. That is to 

argue that by studying the history of the geography curriculum one can increase 

one’s awareness and understanding of education change. In that way, as the 

acclaimed American curriculum historian, Laurel Tanner, put it: “curriculum history 

is more than useful, it is essential for improving the character of curriculum reform 

efforts”.29 

Specifically in relation to Western Australia, the latter is important since, to 

paraphrase Bednarz and Petersen,30 geography educators should scrutinise their 

 
29 L. N. Tanner (1982) Curriculum history as usable knowledge. Curriculum Inquiry. 12 (4): 405-

411, p. 410 
30 R. S. Bednarz and J. Petersen, (1994). The reform movement in geographic education: A view 

from the summit. Journal of geography. 93 (1): 61-64. 
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curricular history in order for senior secondary school geography to progress as a 

vital part of national curricula for secondary school education. To hold to that is to 

subscribe to Lawton’s declaration that “it is difficult, if not impossible to discuss 

curriculum issues without viewing them in the social, cultural and historical 

context”.31 The research reported throughout this thesis responded to this view in 

providing the first comprehensive study of senior secondary school geography 

curricula in Western Australia. Thus, it has filled a lacuna in geography curriculum 

history in this State. 

 
31 D. Lawton (1980). The end of the secret garden? A study in the politics of the curriculum. In P. 

Gordon The Study of Education. London: Woburn Press, Vol. 2., 1980, pp. 221-347, p. 306. 
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