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The Changing Context ofSecondary Education

The economic recession which developed in 1974 ended some ss years
of near full-employment and prosperity. Students and their parents
thereafter became more interested in vocational subjects, about which
comprehensive schools were rather diffident. The state also became less
generous in disbursing monies for education. In 1977-78 a drift from
government to independent schools began across Australia. This was
not unconnected with a growing concern in the late 1970s and early
1980s that government high schools were failing to cater for gifted and
talented students. Many middle-class families started to desert the
public schools. A short time later some families began to gravitate to
new fundamentalist Christian schools, which were often parent­
controlled. At first these were mainly primary schools, but soon new
Christian secondary schools appeared. Growing public concern about
the quality of education generated new investigations: for example, in
Queensland the Ahern Reports (1980), in New South Wales the
McGowan Report (1981), in Western Australia the Beazley Report
(1984), and in Victoria the Blackburn Report (1985). The
Commonwealth Government also established several committees to
conduct enquiries into education.

The 1980s also saw the beginning of neo-liberal economic policies or
'economic rationalism', which favoured reduced state intervention in the
economy and less expenditure on education. At the same time, state
departments of education began largely ineffective efforts to recover
some of the controls over the schools which they had surrendered a
decade before.

Another force for change was the rising retention rate of senior
students. Diminished employment prospects encouraged adolescents
with relatively low academic ability to remain at school. This affected
academic standards, the variety of subjects provided, and the popularity
of the major disciplines in the post-compulsory senior years. The
changing balance of the sexes also affected the curriculum with some
subjects appealing more to girls than to boys. For Australia as a whole
the Year 12 participation rate in government schools increased from
18.4 per cent in 1967 (s i.i per cent for males, 15.4 per cent for females),
to 29.7 per cent in 1977 (27.8 per cent for males, S1.9 per cent for
females), and 46.8 per cent in 1987 (4,2.9 for males, 51.0 for females).
Since then the percentage has continued to rise.t"
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Retention rates varied from state to state. In 1990 the ACT, with a
large middle-class population, had the highest rate, closely followed by
Queensland and South Australia. In New South Wales the retention rate
to Year 12 in government schools was 20.2 per cent in 1967, 32.2 per
cent in 1977, and 41.5 cent cent in 1987. To take a broader historical
view, in 1955, on the eve of the official introduction of comprehensive
schools, 14.8 per cent of First Year high school pupils continued into
Fifth Year to sit the Leaving Certificate examination. By 1970, when the
Wyndham system was fully operating, 33.2 per cent remained to sit the
Higher School Certificate. By 1985, when the average retention rate for
Australian government schools was 39.9 per cent, the New South Wales
figure was 28.4 per cent. This lower rate did not necessarily reflect
negatively on standards and subject choice.w

Australian society from the mid-1970s to the late 1980s has been
variously termed 'multicultural', 'pluralist', 'corporate', and 'permissive'.
A dominant social phenomenon was the growing influence of 'special
interest', 'minority' or 'disadvantaged'groups. Nee-progressive and
radical (neo-Marxist) teachers called for an 'inclusive curriculum' to
cater for the educational needs of Aborigines, females, ethnic minorities,
the socio-economically handicapped, and the physically handicapped,
etc. but attention focused primarily on ethnic and feminist causes. Later,
homosexuals and environmentalists were added. Many of the minorities
also possessed belief-systems at variance with the older Anglo-Ccltic,
Judeo-Christian, liberal-humanist tradition.

At the Commonwealth level the Karmel Report, Schools in Australia,
drew attention to the needs of ethnic communities, while in June 1975
the Schools Commission stated that the 'rnulticultural reality of
Australian society' needed to be reflected in school curricula, staffing
and school organisation. The Commission provided special funding for
'Migrant and Multicultural Education'. South Australia had an official
policy on the subject by 1976, Queensland issued a document in June
1979, and New South Wales followed with a statement in the same year
and a 'Multicultural Education Policy' document in 1983, backed by five
supporting documents. The ACT issued a policy statement in
September 1979, Western Australia in 1981 and the Northern Territory
in 1983.4 7

Following a report submitted by a 'study group' to the Schools
Commission, Girls, School & Society (1975), each government system
produced similar documents: Males and Females in the Western Australian
Education System (1975), Victorian Committee on Equal Opportunity in
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Schools Report (1977), Sexism in Education (New South Wales, 1977),
Improving Education for Girls (Tasmania, 1977, 1978), Inequality in
Education (South Australia, 1978), and Sexism in Education (ACT, 1979).
In response to these reports, Directors-General issued policy
statements. Similar processes catered for other 'interest groups'. For
example, the NSW Department of Education issued a statement on
Aboriginal Education Policy in March 1982.48

The early comprehensive schools sought to reduce social class and, to
some extent, religious antagonisms through common schooling. Like
the specialised schools, they followed assimilationist policies but as
Campbell and Sherington have observed, multiculturalism undermined a
major argument for the government comprehensive school. It was no
longer seen as the socially logical school for the children of all
Australian citizens. The notion of a unitary Australian citizenship was
being reconceptualized under the impact of multiculturalism, and it
seemed reasonable for particular ethnic groups to establish separate
schools.v

From the late 1970s, my opinions on comprehensive schools found
expression in two magazines that I edited. These provided a forum for
many people concerned over the directions in which Australia education
was going. My articles and editorials provided a running commentary
on Australian education over several decades. I edited Aces Review from
1977 to its demise in December 1988. This journal was published by the
Australian Council for Educational Standards whose leading figure was
Professor Leonie Kramer. From 1989 to 1992 I edited Education
Monitor, published by the Institute of Public Affairs in Melbourne.
Dame Leonie Kramer was also the leader of the IPA's Education Unit. I
also wrote on education, including comprehensive schooling, in various
other journals as well as in my book on the history of education in New
South Wales published in 1988. .

The New Concept ofComprehensive Education

It was the crisis in the secondary school curriculum that played a major
part in the decline of comprehensive schools. Garth Boomer, Associate
Director-General of Education (Curriculum) in South Australia,
described the history of the curriculum after 1960 as a case of 'systemic
schizophrenia in which official curriculum statements and actual
curriculum practice in schools have become progressively more
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incongruent'."? During the 1980s attempts were made to resolve the
curriculum crisis, but in the main these failed.

In October 1975 the New South Wales Minister for Education
appointed a committee of senior officers of the Department to report on
selective high schools, which then comprised 13 of the +19 government
high schools in the state. The Committee's report, The Education ofthe
Talented Child, submitted to a Labor Minister in 1977, recommended
that 'the academically selective high schools in their present form be
phased out' but no action was taken."

In 'Queensland the downturn in the Australian economy in the late
1970s led to unemployment and to complaints by employers and others
about the low academic standards of school leavers. A parliamentary
select committee, chaired by M. J. Ahern, issued six reports on primary
and secondary education between 1978 and 1980. After 1981 the
regional high schools were given permission to alter their structures as
they felt best, for instance, by introducing streamed classes."

Victoria still retained its bipartite classification of high schools and
technical schools. In the early 1980s the technical school course was
extended to include Year 12. Apart from the absence of foreign
languages, the most noticeable difference between technical and high
schools was that three-quarters of technical students undertook
practical studies such as woodwork, furniture, building and vehicle
studies, in contrast to the much smaller proportion in high schools. The
Technical School Year 12 Certificate did not lead to entry into higher
institutions, but more students in these schools were now seeking
higher education. Indeed, in secondary schools in general, more
students were proceeding to the senior levels. Almost four-fifths of the
67,579 students who began Year 7 in 1980 remained till Year 11; of
these, 4<8 per cent attended government high schools, 19 per cent
attended government technical schools, and 3+ per cent attended non­
government schools. The 1985 Report of the Ministerial Review of
Postcompulsory Schooling (chaired by Jean Blackburn) suggested that the
HSC and similar examinations be replaced by a single internally­
assessed Victorian Certificate of Education from 1987. After 1983 all
new government secondary schools were comprehensive, combining the
features of both high schools and technical schools; the Ministerial
Review recommended that by January 1988 all schools should become
comprehensive.v



The wide range of special interest groups, some with a cluster of
objectives, some of them focussed on one major programme, accentuated
the confusion in the curriculum. Early in 1982 the NSW Director­
General of Education, Doug Swan, complained of 'the forces for
diversity', a 'truly motley horde' of special interest groups trying to
impose their often contradictory programmes on the schools. Even
some radicals became alarmed. A Teachers' Federation research officer
warned of the danger to the curriculum if, alongside basic subjects like
English, mathematics, science, history, geography, art, and music, were
added all the new 'studies' - peace studies, women's studies, computer
education, media studies, career education, living skills, politics,
environmental studies, legal studies, technics, Aboriginal studies,
consumer education, and multicultural studies.s-

A 1981 report of the Commonwealth Senate Standing Committee on
Education and the Arts entitled Preparation for the worliforce. Inquiry into
the effectiveness if Australian schools in preparing young people for the
worliforce with particular emphasis on literacy and numeracy, stated that
schools did not appreciate the educational needs of industry or
commerce. It believed that 20 to 25 per cent of schoolleavers lacked the
fundaments ofliteracy and numeracy. It was claimed that this deficiency
originated in the early years of primary school and handicapped
subsequent secondary education.w

In various circles interest in selective high schools was revived. In
November 1980, the Sydney Morning Herald argued the case for selective
high schools. It is worth quoting at length:

Is there something unduly elitist about special schools for the best and
brightest? This feeling that it is somehow undemocratic to have special
facilities for pupils already specially gifted is a strongly held one. In fact,
the elitist schools in the Government school sector are those in middle­
class areas where only middle-class children make up the roll. Moreover,
comprehensive schools, as a matter of administrative necessity, have to
stream classes and once streaming is accepted the comprehensive nature
of these schools is diluted. In the past, selective schools have provided
the chance for bright pupils from deprived backgrounds to make the
most of their talents. The last two Labor Ministers for Education went
to selective schools. For the 1980s, truly selective schools could be a
melting pot for bright pupils of all backgrounds to work and learn
together.w

In 1980 Rachel Sharp, a neo-Marxist at Macquarie University,
suggested in a paper for the Australian Schools Commission that there
were some good aspects to the 'middle class curriculum'. In 1983 the
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Marxist Radical Education Dossier, acknowledged that the Left had lost
its way in education and organised a conference in Sydney on 'Future
Directions in Education'. The following year it changed its name to
Education Links. Keith Windschuttle, once a left-wing socialist and now
a lecturer at the University of New South Wales, argued in 1984 that
the comprehensive secondary school, the product of an age of affluence,
needed to be replaced in a time of unemployment by a variety of schools,
diversified according to their curricula. He also supported dezoning
which negated a vital principle of comprehensive schools.57

Many newspapers were increasingly critical of the educational
system. Greg Sheridan of The Australian wrote a series of articles in
February 1985, the first of which had the provocative title 'The Lies
they Teach Our Children'. The Bulletin magazine often criticised the
state of education. Quadrant, published by the Australian Association for
Cultural Freedom, was another opponent of contemporary educational
fashions. Various 'think-tanks', such as the Institute of Public Affairs in
both Melbourne and Sydney, the Centre for Independent Studies in
Sydney, and the Australian Institute for Public Policy in Perth, also
agitated for reform. Another Melbourne-based organisation, RA.
Santamaria's National Civic Council and its journal News Weekly,
frequently criticised current educational trends.

In August 1984, Senator Susan Ryan, Commonwealth Minister for
Education, asked Professor Peter Karmel to chair a Quality of Education
Review committee. Its April 1985 report found no incontrovertible
evidence from either government or non-government schools that the
'cognitive outcomes' for students had become either better or worse
since the early 1970s; employer and industry groups complained of
inadequacies but education authorities saw some improvement. The
report urged the Commonwealth to measure the success of any funds it
directed to education. Four months later Susan Ryan warned that the
government was no longer prepared to pour 'buckets of money' into the
education system indiscriminately; it wanted value for its dollar."

The storm clouds were gathering. A re-elected Commonwealth
Labor government in July 1987 gave the Education portfolio to John
Dawkins, who was anxious to generate new, vocationally-oriented
policies. In March 1988 a Liberal government came to power in New
South Wales with a reforming Minister for Education, Dr Terry
Metherell. In November the recently-appointed Director-General of
Education, Fenton Sharpe, recognised the new environment. He claimed
that the curriculum in the schools insufficiently recognised the value of
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practical skills. We have kept an unhealthy distance from the captains of
business and industry, he said, and under-emphasised the economic
importance of our industry to the health of the economy. He sadly
acknowledged the new reality:

Well, now the tide has turned and the determination of educational
policy has slipped largely from the hands of the professionals ... to
reside firmly with governments, political parties with their educational
policy committees, economists, management experts and their major
advisers from business and large employee organisations."

New Liberalism Undermines the Comprehensive Ideal

In the late 1980s the neo-liberalism of the 'New Right' began to
influence comprehensive secondary schools, especially in New South
Wales, in the shape of administrative restructuring designed to promote
the in the self-management of schools. In most states the control and
direction of education at ministerial level was also placed increasingly in
the hands of professional administrators often trained in fields other
than education. While administrative devolution spread to schools,
central control of the curriculum was increased. A new emphasis on
vocational preparation also pervaded the curriculum while the decline of
humanist subjects accelerated.

The Metherell reforms in New South Wales were modelled on
changes in England and New Zealand, and were foreshadowed in
several reports including Schools Renewal (June 1989), the Report ofthe
Committee of Review cfNew South Wales Schools (September 1989), and
School Centred Education (March 1990). The legislative instrument was
the Education Reform Act of 1990. New South Wales led Australia in
the 'deconstruction' of the comprehensive high school. Major changes
designed to increase choice and competition in public schooling
included: (1) partial dezoning, which allowed parents to send their
children to schools outside their local area; (2) the establishment of
schools with specialised curricula, such as selective academic high
schools, technology high schools, language high schools, performing
arts schools, sports high schools, creative arts schools, rural technology
high schools, and marine technology high schools; (3) the creation of
specialised structures in many schools offering general curricula, such as
separate senior colleges for Years 11 and 12, usually with close links to
a T AFE college or a university, and multi-campus colleges,
incorporating two or more feeder junior high schools and a senior high



school; and (4) the establishment of tests or examinations for entry into
some of the specialist schools. 60

By the end of 1991 NSW the state had '27 technology high schools,
'21 academically selective state high schools, 17 language high schools, a
sports high school, a high school for the performing arts, a senior high
school, and a conservatorium high school, and the trend continued. By
'200'2 the number of selective or partially selective high schools had
grown to '28. There were also 10 multi-campus colleges often with
strong links to technical colleges (SS high schools operating as junior
and/or senior campuses.), and the number of sports highs had grown to
7. Correspondingly, the number of technology highs schools had fallen
to 11, and the number of language high schools to 5. The 'residual'
comprehensive high schools numbered less than soo and 70 of them had
'opportunity classes'. By the turn of the new century New South Wales
offered not 'a system of comprehensive high schools but a
comprehensive system of high schools'. 61 This more varied pattern was,
of course, easier to establish in large urban areas, such as Sydney and
Newcastle. Some features of the comprehensive system survived
including a bias in favour of co-education and automatic progression to
secondary schools.

The Liberal-National coalition lost power in March 1995 but the new
Labor regime did not seriously modify the reforms initiated by
Metherell because the Labor leader, Bob Carr, was strongly committed
to reforms likely to raise academic standards.

In June 1998 the NSW Director-General of Education and Training,
Dr Ken Boston, told a secondary principals' conference that the
tradition of identical comprehensive high schools across the state was
no longer the best way to meet the needs of all students. Low retention
rates and poor or mediocre HSC performances and low enrolments were
evidence that the model of schooling introduced in the 1950s was not
meeting contemporary needs. Local reorganisation of secondary
schooling would permit the introduction of new curricula." The Sydney
Morning Herald welcomed this redefinition of secondary education.

The reason why the model made sense in the 1950s and 1960s is that
the department saw the main task of the schools in this period in terms
of socialisation rather than education. In the 1970s, for instance, a
number of comprehensive school principals were interviewed about
their programs for gifted students. They had no programs, they said,
because they had no gifted students. With the enormous number of
migrants coming into Australia during this period, many of them not
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speaking English, the schools (as they have been in the United States)
had to provide an environment of socialisation.v"

The Herald went on to say that the technological revolution had
made it necessary for Australia to become a brainy rather than the
brawny country. The paper failed to note that a few states had retained
specialised schooling in the 1960s; it ignored the financial reasons that
had initially encouraged the introduction of large comprehensive
schools; that administrators welcomed the relief comprehensive schools
provided from the representations of parents on behalf of their children;
and overlooked the socio-political (as distinct from educational) pressure
for comprehensive schools emanating from left-wing sources such as the
Teachers' Federation and lecturers in teacher training institutions.
Nevertheless, the paper's recognition that a new era had arrived in
secondary education was significant.

The other states accepted the same basic principles, notably school
self-management, centralised control of the curriculum, and replacement
(at least for, some years) of departments of education by ministries of
education. The abolition of zoning permitted enrolment in non-local
schools, but most states retained zoning, while permitting some schools
to specialise in an aspect of the curriculum. Zoning weakened the
'critical mass' of students attracted by the speciality. In addition to
proper dezoning, New South Wales was distinctive in creating large
numbers of selective academic schools. These were supported by
opportunity classes in the fifth and sixth years of some primary schools.
In Sydney, students from a migrant background accounted for two­
thirds of enrolments in selective schools: 9451 out of 14,300 students.
They came predominantly from Chinese, Vietnamese and Korean
language groups. By 2005, 83.6 per cent of students at Sydney Boys'
High, 74.7 per cent at Sydney Girls' High, and 67.2 per cent at Fort
Street High, were from non-English-speaking backgrounds. The
strongest migrant presence, 92.3 per cent of pupils, was at lames Ruse
Agricultural High Schoolwhich, despite its vocational name, was highly
academic. 6.

Western Australia based its reforms on Better Schools in Western
Australia: a Program for Improvement, published in 1987. South Australia
adopted a School Development Plan in the same year. Tasmania initiated
reforms following the Cresap's Final Report: Review qf the Department of
Education and the Arts (1990). Queensland issued Focus on Schools (1990).
The Northern Territory issued a Standard Devolution Package: A
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Practical Guide to Education Decision-Making for School Councils, in
November 1991.

Victoria dragged its feet. A Labor Party Minister for Education, Ian
Cathie, had tried to implement reform in 1985-6 (Taking Schools into the
1990S) but the teachers' unions and parents' associations frustrated this.
Finally the election of a Liberal government in October 1992 was
followed by a policy statement, Schools of the Future, in 1993 and the
Education (Self-Governing Schools) Act in 1998. In Victoria corporate
independent schools had always dominated secondary education; there
were only two selective government high schools, Melbourne High
School, for boys (who entered at Year 9 after an examination and
interview) and Macltobertson Girls' High. Although University High
was a local area co-educational school, it selected by exam a limited
number of Year 6 students to join its "Gifted Students' Programme" in
Year 7. The 1998 Self-Governing Schools Act permitted specialisation
by allowing individual schools to become centres of excellence in a
variety of fields. But when Labor regained power in 1999 it ended this.
From 2005, however, a number of secondary schools were clustered to
form three Language Centres of Excellence.

South Australia followed a path similar to that of Victoria. In general
it preserved the comprehensive system by retaining zoning but certain
schools were allowed to develop 'special interest programs'. As early as
1979, Adelaide High School became the state's only special interest
language school. By 2007 eight secondary schools specialised in sport,
three in music and one each in arts and languages."

By 2007 Western Australia had several comprehensive high schools
which specialised in particular subjects, including performing arts,
aviation, music, and physical education (basketball). At the start of the
2007 school year, Perth Modern School, converted from what was
essentially an English-style co-educational selective grammar school
without the classics, to a standard comprehensive five-year high school
in 1958, became yet again 'a school of academic excellence'. Henceforth,
all new entrants are to be selected strictly on academic merit. Western
Australia also has several senior campuses for Year 11 and 12 classes.?"

In all states non-government schools are currently providing a
growing alternative to state comprehensive high schools. This move
became evident in the 1980s and thereafter, as anxious middle-class
parents became increasingly disillusioned with the quality of
government secondary schooling. When the Howard Liberal
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[Commonwealth] Government came to power in 1996, it made the
establishment of private schools easier and increased Commonwealth
funding to non-government schools."? Many government high schools
across all states have fared badly of late. Those located in lower socio­
economic neighbourhoods have increasingly become 'residual' type
schools struggling to educate a majority of pupils from culturally
impoverished homes whose parents do not have the financial means to
choose to send their children to non-government schools. In many cases
their children also do not readily identify with the middle class values of
the schools and show little interest in furthering their studies. Many so­
called 'residual' comprehensive high schools are also increasingly hard­
pressed to find teachers willing and able to educate poorly motivated
adolescents who often have a very poor attitude to discipline.

174 AlanBarcan

And So?

In the early twentieth century the Australian states set up systems of
specialised government post-primary schools, some of them junior two­
or three-year vocational schools, others four- or five-year academic
schools offering professional courses. These reforms offered 'Equality of
Opportunity' by means of an 'Educational Ladder'. In the 1950s
'Secondary Education for All' was implemented in most states through
comprehensive schools. This system of schooling soon developed into an
'Educational Conveyor Belt'. In the 1990s specialised schools, more
vocational in character, reappeared. They offered 'Pluralist Education
for a Pluralist Society' or 'A Free Market in Education'.

Officially, the main driving force for comprehensive schools was the
democratic .ethos, i.e, the motive was political and social rather than
educational. Although originally a creature of political democracy and
favoured by the Labor Left, after 1970, both Liberal and Labor state
governments supported comprehensive schools. Nevertheless, practical
necessities also underlay the introduction of 'secondary education for all'
in comprehensive schools. The growing flood of pupils entering
secondary schools, a phenomenon encouraged by the abolition of the
external qualifying examination at the end of primary school, together
with the rise in the birthrate after 1945, and the wave of post-war
immigration, were the chief contributing causes. A more general cause
was the spontaneous tendency to stay on at school, engendered by the
fact that prolonged schooling opened the way to new and lucrative
white-collar occupations. The educational bureaucracy also found
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comprehensive schools attractive for economic reasons because they
promised 'economies of scale'.

In retrospect, the main weakness of comprehensive schools was their
neglect of higher ability pupils. In many instances they also became too
large and often neglected vocational subjects in favour of subjects best
fitted to prepare students for white-collar occupations. Their degree of
success, as measured by their academic reputation, also depended
largely on the social character of the neighbourhood or their catchment
area. Moreover, some were not truly comprehensive, especially in New
South Wales, where they shared their potential clientele with selective
high schools, corporate colleges, and Catholic schools. Comprehensive
schools were the creation of a particular era, the 1950s and early 1960s.
The cultural revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s, coupled with
the advent of the permissive society and the dawn of multiculturalism,
transformed the social milieu. In the 1970s, the 'inclusion' of
multicultural groups became a new variant of the original class-centred
social function. Another aspect of 'inclusion' related to the education of
girls, but the demand for an end to sex discrimination in secondary
schooling had varied roots including the new feminism, the new status
of the sexes in a permissive society, and the changed role of women in
the workforce. In conclusion, it is probably fair to say that the social
aims of comprehensive schools as portrayed in the 1950s were too
ambitious. Schools cannot, of themselves, achieve social-class
reconciliation any more than they could the multi-cultural ideals of the
1970s. Family values and expectations are still highly influencial in
determining the outcomes of schooling, especially in an era in which
government policy in education is strongly influenced by economic
rationalism, the free market, and the sanctity of parental choice.
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