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1 The Age of Curriculum


There IS A STRIKING parallel between the poverty experienced by many workers denied opportunities to work, but kept in the workforce, and the failure experienced by many students denied opportunities to achieve, but kept on at school.1 The economic system should create real chances to earn; the education system should create real chances to learn. But today the institutions through which wealth is produced plunge large numbers of workers into poverty every year, and the institutions that create academic success condemn large numbers of students to failure. Each system, it seems, sets limits on the diffusion of economic and cultural benefits so as to prevent the dilution of quality and protect a narrow social enjoyment, which amounts to the same thing.


There is more than a mere parallel between the poverty of many unemployed workers and the failure of many students in school. Often enough, these groups are drawn from the same populations. Scholastic failure leads to casual, poorly paid work. Economic failure leads to frustration, loss of self-respect, loss of commitment, loss of means—all fatal to the confident sense of purpose, the inner integrity and personal well-being on which childhood learning most readily builds. Where economic institutions no longer protect against poverty of a material kind, educational institutions might compensate by reducing the poverty of intellectual means that constitutes failure. No doubt they do, up to a point. Many poor children complete school today who were unknown in senior forms twenty years ago or even ten. And many make good their chance, thanks to teachers whose devotion is recognized only grudgingly, if at all. But the new populations who have been compelled to extend their time at school as jobs for young people have disappeared have paid a heavy price for their academic temerity.




In the urban regions where working-class and migrant families are highly concentrated, every third girl can expect to receive fail grades in the least demanding mathematics subject in the curriculum. Among boys—whose attraction to mathematics is even more fatal—failure strikes more than 40 per cent.2 The better students gravitate to the mathematics subjects that lead to university. But here too failure awaits them, one in three. This is the same rate of failure experienced by preparatory mathematics students as a group in 1960.3 To attend school in the western suburbs of Melbourne is to be more than three decades behind in relative terms. To be educated in the up-market inner east is to leave history behind, for here only 12 per cent of boys and 8 per cent of girls fail in preparatory mathematics. It is the same story with chemistry—the more democratic of the physical sciences. In this subject, four out of ten girls from the most depressed urban environments receive the fail grades of E+, E or UG (zero grade), as do more than three out of ten boys.4 This is despite lower levels of participation and survival to the end of school in the first place. To take refuge in less academic subjects is not the answer. Girls in the north-west can expect to fail Human Development 36 per cent of the time, boys in the outer west to fail Legal Studies 31 per cent of the time.




These fatalities are the results for geographical regions, in which populations are somewhat mixed and attainment is averaged through aggregation. They are mild compared with the depth of failure recorded at individual schools where families lack the cultural and economic advantages to manage the intellectual demands of the curriculum. Poor achievement on a large scale is a recurring fact of life, never officially acknowledged—except back-handedly to justify cutting funds to government schools, to impose punitive testing programmes and to demand ever greater contestability and transparency from the schools already most exposed to failure. And it is endured with the same resignation as the poor prospects of work that await school leavers in these same areas. It is a sad irony that the young people who most need to succeed if they are to counteract the economic breakdown and degradation that surround them are instead the most likely to fail.




The contrast could not be sharper between the academic insecurity of the economically most vulnerable populations and the success enjoyed by the economically most powerful groups. There are sites within the school system where failure has been abolished by years of public and private investment and also by the most careful management of curriculum reform—sites where it is a socially legitimate aim to eliminate failure altogether. Fewer than two in one hundred girls attending private non-Catholic schools are placed in the lowest fifth band of English. In a system of relative merit, however, failure cannot be eliminated, merely exported. The curriculum system that grants honours to every second boy attempting preparatory mathematics in the most insular and richest sector of schooling—and spares 91 per cent of them the humiliation of an E+, an E or a UG—must find failure somewhere else and in abundance.




The fortification of strong sites in the school system—through fees, public subsidies, social and academic segregation, the market ideologies of government and the venality of low-life talkback radio—presents only the more visible aspect of generating success and exporting failure. Less visible is the long-term process of investment in the curriculum. School subjects are codified, authoritative systems of cognitive and cultural demands.5 The nature of these demands weighs more or less heavily or lightly on different families, depending on their historical experience of academic schooling and the extent to which formal education infuses their life-styles and values. It depends too on their economic strength and capacity to act collectively. As economic reliance on completed secondary school grows, it is not only selective schooling that becomes more valuable as a way of preserving or extending social advantage. The curriculum also grows in importance, with its hierarchy of opportunities and its ability to determine academic merit. It is through the curriculum that the financial and cultural reserves of educated families are converted into scholastic power—the ability to differentiate one group of children from others on a socially legitimate and authoritative scale of general worth. To understand the regularity with which social inequalities occur in school achievement and hence in access to higher education, it is not enough to lay bare the processes that accumulate wealth in certain schools and impoverish others.6 How the curriculum is constructed over time, the values that animate it and the demands framed within it are all crucial in the production of social inequality. From one point of view, these processes are even more important because of the illusion of impartiality and neutrality created by a curriculum that is authoritative and coercive.7




The post-war period has seen large increases in average levels of schooling and significant improvements in access to some of the most demanding areas of the curriculum. Yet successive reforms in English, mathematics and chemistry—key subjects whose history is examined in this study—have not led to a reduction in social inequalities.8 Overall growth has occurred without weakening the advantages enjoyed by the most well-educated families. On the curriculum side, this is because the focus of reform always tends to fall on underlying quality of learning—not simply more modern content—and this presents a major pedagogical challenge, pursued under very unequal conditions.


Syllabus writers have an implicit view about the ideal student, and the pursuit of this ideal governs their choice of content, the relative stress placed on different tasks, the compression of content and the implied pace of teaching. Whether in English or chemistry, mathematics or modern languages, an image is formed of the young scholar–intellectual. Exams and other tests require students to project this image: to display an ability to understand principles, to apply rules correctly, to handle novel situations, to manage form or genre, to decipher code, to reason soundly, and in general to manipulate the properties of the materials entrusted to them, whether symbolic, lexical, mathematical, grammatical or logical.


These requirements on higher-order conceptual growth span the different disciplines and are often formulated in very general language that is not easily interpreted pedagogically—the capacity for abstraction, the ability to synthesize, analytical skills, creativity, imagination, the capacity to develop perspective and so on. Teachers aim to cultivate these behaviours, but are constrained by the cultural demands implicit in them, which many students cannot satisfy under routine classroom conditions. Language facility, attentiveness, achievement motivation, self-confidence in learning, personal organization and self-direction, capacity to learn for intrinsic satisfaction rather than extrinsic interest—these elements of the scholarly disposition are fundamental to success in the more academic areas of the curriculum. But they are linked closely to an educated life-style and arise from the continuous and informal training given by families rather than explicit and methodical instruction in school.


The academic curriculum reaches through the cognitive architecture of the school subject, with its conceptual richness and masses of data, to these sustaining personal attributes, which it then shapes into a scholastic identity—the mathematics student, the writer, the science student, the historian. The pursuit of expertise is the process through which intellectual training is conducted. While this is often overtly linked with careers and economic gain and appears as a goal in itself, the real object is cultural. Secondary education, as Durkheim told intending teachers in 1905 returning to the closeted world of the lycée, is not about producing mathematicians, literary critics, physicists or biologists. The aim is to train the mind, the spirit. The field of expertise—literature, history, mathematics or science—is merely a setting in which to create intellectuals, thinkers.9 So the task for the curriculum is to stimulate conceptual growth, independent reasoning, the capacity to see the whole picture, to detect relationships, to find new ways forward.10 Syllabus writers and examiners have accepted this mission, and teachers have correctly drawn the fundamental implication that they are to mediate between the conceptual demands laid up in the curriculum and the family cultural resources available to the average student in their class.


Given the basic concern of the curriculum—to create thinkers able to regenerate knowledge—conceptual growth has been the priority of syllabus reform over the whole period since Durkheim, during which secondary education has evolved into a mass system. Indeed depth of understanding and theoretical insight have become more emphasized as knowledge itself has become more complex and prolific, breaking down disciplinary boundaries and appealing to a general intelligence. Teachers as a result have been stretched ever further between conceptual structure and family culture. They it is who have to compensate for the gaps between what the curriculum expects to find in students—conceptual depth and a scholarly outlook and habits—and who students really are.


The sharply varying conditions under which teachers work often undermine the intellectual ideal that drives the syllabus writer and the examiner. Moreover, the competitive context tends to accentuate those aspects of the ideal that enable good students to be compared and ranked against each other, whether this involves the simultaneous management of complex concepts and numerical operations in chemistry or the felicitous blending of philosophical and stylistic virtues in English. So the ideal is continually refined against a diminishing image of the merely average, the mediocre student, drawn almost inevitably from the new populations completing school. The mediating role of the teacher becomes ever more onerous. Too frequently corrupted by the search for academic distinction in privileged settings, it is too frequently overwhelmed by the scale and persistence of scholastic failure in others.


If curriculum reform always tends to re-create an intellectual ideal, ignoring the implicit historical and cultural basis on which this ideal has taken form, it has also been conducted largely without reference to the school system as a social structure within which the ideal has to be realized. Examiners have known at least since the 1940s that there are marked and systematic differences in student achievement, for example between city and country, but successive revisions to senior school programmes have not been made with a view to improving the quality of learning of the weakest groups.11 Until the late 1980s the emphasis was always on improved knowledge in the syllabus, not improved learning in the student.


Not only has the social map of achievement been ignored—thus compelling teachers to make do with the design or abandon the student—but the syllabus has usually been planned for upward integration into university studies, even though most students completing school from the mid-1960s onwards did not enter university. Programmes to integrate schooling with work or vocational training, such as the school-based Technical Year 12 courses introduced in Victoria in 1982, have been confined to the margins or have disappeared. Vertical integration has not only meant that syllabus content is constantly displaced downwards from university to school, but has also indefinitely prolonged the principle according to which universities alone have power over the curriculum, while schools alone have responsibility for student learning. Universities, through positional politics and prestige rather than formal authority, effectively control the programmes taught in senior secondary school, but they accept no responsibility for quality of achievement at this level. Conversely, teachers are accountable for how well students learn, but have no control over the design of the programmes they teach. Universities select students on the basis of prediction of success. Schools have to produce success to serve a university teaching regime that is as archaic as it is authoritarian. The vertical relationship between university and school, and the tendency towards hierarchy and pedagogical uniformity within the university system itself, aggravate competitive pressures within the school curriculum, reinforcing those aspects of form and content that offer academic discrimination, not intellectual growth.12


Curriculum reform without structural reform leaves institutional power relationships intact and simultaneously subordinates the teaching task in schools to the prestige needs of universities. Equally, the failure to evaluate school programmes in terms of the relative social outcomes they produce sustains the fiction that there are no substantial resource differences between schools, or that any such differences are irrelevant. All that disadvantaged students need are good teachers.


This is exactly the opposite of what parents think. They know that a hierarchical curriculum demands a stratified school system, containing fortified sites where the advantages of education and culture can be deposited, pooled and pedagogically multiplied, and exposed sites where failure will and must accumulate to balance its eradication from the strongholds of selective schooling. It is not the intellectual demands of the curriculum as such that are problematic, but their imposition without parallel improvements in how the weakest students learn and without controls over how power is exercised by the strongest students and their institutional patrons. Without reforms to the conditions under which working-class, rural, migrant and Aboriginal children learn and to the structures that split curriculum control from pedagogical responsibility, even the most thorough revision of syllabus content and assessment methodology will tend to reproduce social inequalities of achievement and subordinate individual development to social domination.


In the past, popular access to secondary education was blocked by lack of provision and lack of means. Children from poor families could climb the narrow ladder of opportunity offered by a handful of scholarships, but they could win these only by displaying academic qualities that were uncharacteristic of their origins and more typical of the social ranks they would enter through education. They had to pass a cultural test to compensate for their lack of income and modest social position. Imposing cultural tests on children was a way of preserving the integrity of the dominant social strata, whose ranks were fed from different streams (landed wealth, mercantile wealth, the liberal professions), which were unified and distinguished by their shared cultural life. Scholarships were thus tests of fitness to enter a way of life, not simply to enter a school. The Schools Inquiry Commission of 1869 argued the case with elegant simplicity when it rejected the notion that the poor should not have to compete with the rich in scholarship exams. On the contrary, the Commission said:



[The] best test of all is that the competitors should be pitted against [others] of the very class into which they are to make their way . . . If the son of a labourer can beat the sons of gentlemen that goes a long way to prove that he is capable of using with advantage the education usually given to gentlemen.13





Today access to secondary education is universal, but this has only tended to amplify the role of cultural selection, not abolish it. The poor now have to demonstrate their capacities by rising up the curriculum rather than by passing scholarship tests. Equally, the rich must and can prove their academic superiority through the hierarchical structure of the curriculum and the stratified systems of selective schooling serving it.


The reforms of the curriculum over the past half-century, while modernizing the content of programmes, have preserved the principle of cultural selection. This is not because reformers were seeking to resist the social effects of mass secondary education, though more than one prophet of cultural doom has risen from the ranks of examiners.14 Rather it is because reforms or revisions were made without regard to the learning experience of different student groups and the pedagogical experience of teachers working in different settings. Nor did reformers adequately consider how school subjects were used once put into operation in the school system. Most of the post-war changes to chemistry, for example, were made to improve the knowledge base of scientific research, but the best students in chemistry shunned research for more lucrative professions. Curriculum changes worked in practice to support an economically secure and culturally rich way of life, and they could work in this way because the intellectual demands stored up in school programmes were assumed to be equally manageable by all student groups, where in fact they could be managed well by only a minority. Given that no steps were taken to test this assumption, while at the same time policy measures were applied to economically stratify the school systems that delivered the curriculum, the conclusion is inescapable. Curriculum reform has been governed by a collective bad faith. Juxtaposing the intellectual investment in curriculum over the past fifty years with the social patterns of student achievement arising from it—the purpose of this book—captures this divided enterprise of framing the scholarly ideal, only to betray it. If curriculum is a test of students, what is the test of curriculum? Is it the ever-greater depth of understanding that describes the evolution of academic subjects? Or is it the ever-greater social spread of learning without which societies cannot cohere democratically, and without which theory must remain the servant of privilege?










2 English in the 1940s: A Service Course for the Professions


English in the utilitarian tradition




In 1943 the University of Melbourne created a compulsory subject, English Expression, to examine the powers of thought and expression of its matriculation candidates. It thus banished the literary heritage to a specialized domain of the curriculum and settled on an unambiguously technical view of English as an instrument of logic and rhetoric.1 This reversion to the earliest utilitarian impulses behind the teaching of English challenged the stronger current, running from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, that defended the place of English literature in the curriculum as the ‘poor man’s Classics’.2




In colonial Australia, the English taught to the children of educated families was indeed a child of classical education, emphasizing moral reflection and the cultivation of judgement and discrimination through the study of great works.3 The training of the mind through grammar, then through logic and rhetoric, reached a still higher plane when human purpose was explored through literary and dramatic art. The new subject of English Expression would be content with more modest objectives. It was about the skilful use of the machinery of language for examining ideas, assembling arguments and making them persuasive. Clarity, precision and direction were its principles, correctness in language, punctuation and spelling, and coherence of thought. Style was defined mainly by orderliness: simplicity of construction, the proper use of paragraphs, connectedness of ideas and thematic integrity—features that distinguished a good and serviceable prose, engineering rather than art, academic rather than literary work. Beyond this, the business end of English, lay the imaginative world of literature, with its themes, heroic and malevolent, which gave human experience depth. This was a world created not by the journeyman’s craft of plans and paragraphs, precept and precision, but by a magical art of parable and allegory, metaphor and illusion. Literature, loved by many, could be taught to few.4




Tempting as it may be to see this retreat from the morally formative powers of great literature as the renunciation of a cultural ideal, the writers of the new subject had, on the contrary, found in the technical facilities of English a more functional and vigorous way of reasserting this ideal and imposing it on all matriculants, whatever their professional destinations. In reviving the older utilitarian tradition, they would not abandon literary culture. Indeed they expressly reminded teachers that ‘satisfactory progress in the writing of English is not possible where the study is divorced from the reading and appreciation of English literature’.5 But by focusing on logic, comprehension and composition, they could expose the whole of the senior school population to the discipline in logical and moral reasoning that these skills involved. Literature, whose authentic course lay beyond the classroom, could not play this role. When forced to do so, as when it was assessed under examination conditions, it quickly degenerated into artificiality.6




Nor was the formal emphasis of the new subject—its preoccupation with order, coherence, correctness and precision—an admission that the cultural level of the average matriculant was too low to demand more noble qualities. A Harvard inquiry, begun in 1939, had reached this conclusion, not only about students, but about their teachers as well.7 But secondary education in Australia was not an emerging mass system; the 10 per cent of the teenage population who presented themselves to the examiners in the 1940s were future leaders and professionals. There was an implicit pact between them and the university that in exchange for the scientific or humanist training that they sought, they would raise themselves to the ideal of the liberal thinker upon whom the whole of scientific and humanist culture ultimately rested.8 The formal properties of English were a measure of progress toward this goal. When candidates submitted themselves to the requirements of structure, logical development, thematic integrity, accuracy and precision, they showed that they could transcend their own narrowness as individuals and begin to think and write in a universal capacity. This justified their claims on a university education.




Examinations and professorial expectations


The creation of a subject in which logical and grammatical rectitude were paramount meant that the examinations in English Expression would be tests of the whole person.9 Skills of argument, exposition, organization and expression needed suitable material to be displayed to a high degree, and that material was the topic chosen by the candidate in the test of composition.




The scale of topics was a guide to intellectual level. The candidates described by the examiners in 1944 as the ‘most immature’ chose to write about Safety First—‘lacking ideas, they laboured the point of the dangers of modern traffic’.10 Ascending the scale, the topic on the ‘state of education’ attracted a large group, many of whom had read their newspapers but could not synthesize the material—they ‘failed to develop one central or unifying idea to which the details might be related and subordinated’. Others, writing on the topic of a referendum, could not develop a position and were merely ‘reproducing arguments caught up from the papers or fireside discussion and not fully understood or seen in proper perspective’. At the apex were the candidates who announced truly intellectual qualities by addressing topics that provided the greatest scope for learned reflection and skilful use of language—the proposition that ‘every man is the architect of his own fortune’ or the claim that ‘it is not the form, but the administration of government that ultimately matters’.




If the seriousness and the complexity of topics chosen for composition enabled candidates to be measured on a scale of maturity, so did their attitudes to the use of language. Most candidates, the examiners complained in 1944, ‘were absurdly severe about anything which at all approached persuasive language’.11 The dangers of emotive terms having been drummed into their heads, they had not learnt how to infuse argument with interest and feeling. Rhetoric was the most dangerous terrain for school students to enter because it taxed both language and culture. When required to reveal a breadth of thought and a capacity for sustained argument that could not mature in a classroom alone, they took refuge in a dogged insistence on rules laid down by Fowler and Herbert ‘which had to be observed at all costs’, attacking the prescribed samples of ‘clear thinking’ in exclusively logical rather than literary terms.12




Labouring under the ‘delusion that all emotionally coloured language is a BAD THING’, the average student renounced emotional appeal and psychological effect as incompatible with sound thinking.13 Only those candidates who had acquired a different attitude to language and who had learnt to use it in more generous measure could avoid the pedantry that arose from exclusive reliance on classroom instruction. ‘The best candidates wrote freely and with imagination, but at the same time produced work that possessed the qualities of relevance, order and coherence.’14 They knew how to balance reason and emotion, to dissect with words, but also to entice with words.15 In the quality of their language, in their appreciation of the form of an academic exercise, and in the posture of intellectual detachment on which the management of form rested, these students set themselves apart. Meanwhile, the mass of candidates, for whom academic writing was too obviously artificial, betrayed their lack of refinement by their ‘laboured, wordy and repetitious manner’ or by ‘lack of order’, ‘garbled information’, ‘muddled’ argument, ‘wild claims’ or rigid sticking to the rules.16




The examiners were explicit about the virtues that the best students in English should exhibit—‘capable and sincere expression’, ‘evidence of wide and thoughtful reading’, ‘orderliness and systematic treatment’, ‘clear, discriminating and critical thinking’. These they saw coming together in the key attribute of ‘maturity’. A candidate displayed maturity in choosing serious topics to write about, in careful arrangement of the essay, in the fuller view of language as a servant of both logic and rhetoric, in the tone of the essay (again serious and sincere), in balance and impartiality (but also in resolution and conviction) and finally in originality of ideas or perspective.




The tendency for these different attributes to cohere, producing a summary impression of the person, can be seen in how the examiners calibrated the scale of performance in English composition in 1944. The top 10 per cent of candidates presented ideas that were ‘original’, but also ‘well-illustrated’ and in a style that was ‘pleasing’.17 Those in the middle band were undistinguished but ‘consistent’ in their efforts and ‘competent’ in writing. Below this group came the one in five candidates who had an ‘immature’ outlook and could write with only limited success. At the bottom of the scale was a large group—one in four students—who were two years below matriculation standard. Their effrontery in attempting the exam gave the Chief Examiner ample scope for delicious ridicule, as with the luckless candidate of ‘true Malaprop genius’ in whose school ‘capital punishment had proved an excellent method of building character’.18




If maturity expressed a complex of traits representing the high point of achievement in English, it also implied a complex process of personal development. The kinds of language behaviour it arose from eluded methodical treatment by the teacher. The weakest students, certainly, could be saved by ‘Much drilling . . . not only in the cultivation of clarity and precision . . . but also in the elementary mechanics of good composition’.19 Teaching to prescribed texts was effective and produced the great crop of students who knew the contents of their books thoroughly and were aware of the human significance of the topics that the books addressed. But to advance beyond a knowledge of the facts, beyond the all-too-rehearsed justifications of a theme, required an attitude to the material and a use of language that could not be instilled in the classroom, however closely the examiners’ demands were studied, codified and subjected to routine.




Breadth of reading, for example, was the key to transcending an ‘immature outlook’. But in which social settings were students most likely to change their tastes, giving up comics, adventure stories and romances for novels of psychological depth and moral tension? Certainly English teachers and school libraries supported the shift in reading preferences towards ‘serious’ literature—for leaving school early meant being trapped in adolescent tastes, the adult equivalents of historical romances, Biggles, Charteris, Cheyney and Westerns. But it was also the homes in which history, biography, travel and the modern novel were part of a reading culture that would anticipate and prepare this shift.20 When the English examiners demanded ‘imagination harnessed to a definite purpose’, they were looking to the results of a sustained apprenticeship in the art of framing thoughts for an educated audience, a training that made language flow confidently and freely, not only because of a learned vocabulary acquired precociously, but because of an inner confidence in playing an adult role.21 Like a foreign tongue, the language of ideas required continuous personal interactions with educated speech partners and the shaping of a disposition to use speech as a mark of education. Only then would its characteristic signs of ‘sincerity’ and ‘connectedness’, of ‘ease, grace and precision’ appear in place of the ‘dullness’ and ‘laboriousness’ that signalled an initiation confined to the classroom. Mastery of academic form was indeed a matter of maturity. But what mattered was not so much the years of a child’s growth as the social and institutional climate in which growth took place. Maturity, as judged by the literary and intellectual values enshrined in the curriculum, owed much to personal experience of a style of life in which facility with words and concepts was an explicit and continuing point of culture.




Children who had learnt ‘proper speech’ only at school could not manage academic prose. Encouraged by their poorly educated parents, who were anxious to see them do well, they wrote in a characteristic stilted style.22 They could not meet the academic demands of ‘ease’ and ‘naturalness’ because, not having incorporated the lexis, tones, subtleties and distinctions of essay language into everyday speech, they tended to view the essay as a kind of showcase for literary display and affectation. Nor did their choice of topics qualify them as ‘serious’ scholars, for serious topics demanded an appropriate register of language, a formal vocabulary of Latin and Greek roots, a literary-posture and dialectic, without which candidates would produce only a stumbling, confused caricature. ‘Modes of speech’, Ballard observed in his Teaching and Testing English (1939), ‘cannot be learnt in abstracto: they can only be learnt in conjunction with the ideas they are meant to convey’.23 Style of language was a servant of the intellectual level of the home.




Focusing the English syllabus on formal strengths of composition, logic and comprehension did not relieve students of aesthetic demands. Rather it privileged the qualities most highly prized by teachers of academic English, not the values sought after by novelists, dramatists or poets. English style, interpreted academically, had to be ‘natural’, emotions had to be carefully controlled (though not absent), the links between ideas had to be explicit, structure rather than mood or psychological experience was important. In short, it was an aesthetic to mark the difference, sometimes subtle, sometimes sharp, between scholar and artist, pedagogue and poet. To write in the vein of a teacher—inspirational, yet formal—was an art learnt from masters of rhetoric in the salon–theatre of the classroom, but by apprentices whose language and love of words had been fashioned at home so that they should grow in the esteem of their masters.




It was not only in the criteria of literary quality that the examiners betrayed their cultural allegiance. Their choice of how to assess student learning was equally revealing. Just as classical education found its measure in the epigram aptly quoted, so modern education needed a touchstone, a test of those properties of intelligence and expression that cohered inextricably in the trained mind. This was the essay, the favoured instrument of assessment in English—and in other subjects, such as history, that demanded discussion. The place of essays in the armoury of the English examiner shows that the stress on formal properties over literary accomplishment was only half-hearted. Reading essays, markers wanted ‘imagination’ and a ‘pleasing’ or at any rate ‘agreeable’ style, 24 along with good architectural qualities that converged on narrative. They sought the signs that the candidate lived conversant with a world of books, and like every reader of a story they also demanded feelings, the evidence of ‘sincerity’ without which they themselves could feel no involvement. These many virtues originate in conversation rather than writing, and can only be coaxed from their origins by literary art. Without them, the immature scholar’s essay becomes a confused drama of production and a nightmare of assessment.




Although the teaching of English emphasized ‘intellectual training’ not art, the examination of student learning in English steadfastly refused to follow suit.25 Examiners clung to the essay—poor sampler of learning criteria, subjective in standards, unreliable—because it allowed them to see in a candidate’s work exactly what they wanted to see: the person of the candidate, the whole story. Because essays tested so many aspects of student learning—but above all the ability to create a single, coherent and compelling argument—they measured the extent to which the student writer fulfilled a cultural ideal. It was not the qualities of thought and expression taken in isolation that mattered, but the unifying powers of intelligence and feeling behind the work. Mastery of particular knowledge and skills in English could have been measured using short, focused tests (for vocabulary, sentence construction, punctuation, grammar), as could logical abilities.26 But the cultural ideal towards which the whole of secondary education worked was a creative and independent thinker, a mind whose capacity to formulate ideas, marshal argument and evidence, and engage human feelings could not be measured except through a whole work of intellectual production. To the examiners, the essay was a unique vehicle for fashioning this cultural ideal in schools and testing its realization at the end. So it was the very uncertainty of the essay that ensured it would be retained.27




Exam results and the performance of schools




Essay writing testified to the completion of a certain style of intellectual training in which powers of synthesis and exposition were paramount, but this cultural ideal was not equally attainable from all sites within the school system. Furthermore, the framing of the ideal itself was influenced by the examiners’ personal experience as former teachers and method lecturers at work in some of the most privileged locations of the system. The cultural ideal of the good English student was not an empty hypothesis, but a historical model built upon a real institutional basis. The notion that it could be diffused beyond this base represented the hypothetical element, as can be seen from the distribution of English results over different types of school.




The standards of literary and intellectual judgement imposed by the University of Melbourne examiners worked well for students in the oldest-established secondary schools, whether public schools of the English type or selective state high schools. In the main, these were great urban foundations, and their students’ success in English partly reflected the fact that living in a large city gave their students access to literary and artistic pursuits—pursuits that could also be reproduced in a boarding-school environment. By contrast, students living in country districts could expect below-average results, and boys had a greater risk of failure. But it was in qualifying for the highest praise of the examiners that country students were distinctly disadvantaged. No less active readers than their city cousins—in fact, more avid consumers of newspapers28—they betrayed their remoteness from academic culture by their weaker success in gaining honours. Those who attended Victorian country schools rather than boarding in the city represented 27 per cent of all full candidates for the matriculation certificate in 1947, but gained only 18 per cent of first-class honours.29




The top students in English attended a small group of private and selective-entry public high schools located in Melbourne. More than half of all first-class honours given to full candidates for the matriculation certificate went to just five schools—Melbourne Boys’ High School, Wesley College, Scotch College, MacRobertson Girls’ High School and Presbyterian Ladies’ College. Together with Geelong Grammar, the Academy of Mary Immaculate and University High School, these accounted for more than two-thirds of students gaining the highest marks in English Expression.




The distance between these large establishments, with their socially selected intakes, and the many small schools, especially district high schools and Catholic colleges, was most marked among boys. Aiming at careers in engineering, agriculture, architecture, medicine, dentistry and science, boys tended to focus their efforts on physics, chemistry and mathematics. Because these subjects were savagely marked in the late 1940s, students could not give the same attention to English in the final crucial year of examinations. The small groups of boys from lower middle-class or skilled manual workers’ families who attended local high schools or Catholic schools had few cultural or linguistic advantages and were heavily dependent on success in mathematics and physical sciences. Upper middle-class boys, oriented more to the professions of law and medicine, commonly did a ‘second Sixth’ for broadening and leadership, and their cultural background enabled them to excel in the humanities—or at least to dabble in them without fear of failure. But in provincial Ballarat or Geelong, in rural Shepparton or Castlemaine, in industrial Northcote, casualties were frequent, and failure sometimes more common than success. At Northcote Boys’ High School, 37 per cent failed English Expression; at Geelong High School, 40 per cent of boys; at Ballarat, every third boy, at Dandenong, 31 per cent, while at St Pat’s in the country town of Sale, 53 per cent dipped out. Some small high schools proved exceptional. These were schools with locational advantages or those such as Bendigo High, which had usurped the role of the provincial grammar school and could boast outstanding results. But these few schools were eclipsed by the very much larger institutions—public and private—that could take whole classes of boys to a standard in English approaching the achievements of girls (see Figure 1).






Figure 1: Matriculation English results for boys, 1947, by school


Mean score1


[image: ]

1 Scale: 0 = fail, 1 = pass, 2 = 2nd-class honours, 3 = lst-class honours


Source: Unpublished Matriculation results for 1947 matched with individual school records. See R. Teese, ‘Curriculum hierarchy, private schooling and the segmentation of Australian secondary education, 1947–1985’, p. 406.







Schools: the institutional basis of a cultural ideal


If such a small number of schools tended to monopolize high academic honours in English, this was because the curriculum as interpreted by the university examiners implied a cultural model of the successful student towards which these schools could realistically work. The characteristics of high achievement in English—creative and independent thought, mature and confident use of language, mastery of the essay as a unified and persuasive argument—were built into the curriculum as authoritative expectations. While these expectations were doubtless tests of what had to be achieved in English, they were also resources—assets—for those students whose life-style and school ethos supported the cultural ideal of the liberal intellectual.




In pursuing this ideal as the standard of excellence, the examiners were building up the curriculum as a historical infrastructure, designed implicitly for students whose cultural characteristics enabled them to exploit it. But students could not expect to do so acting in isolation. The social effects of examinations do not lie simply in the cultural model of the successful student imposed by examiners through their preference for one set of learning criteria over others. Equally vital are the schools established to conserve a life-style and a community of interest. Many families, Findlay wrote in 1932:





attain a standard of culture by which they set great store, let it be the merest social veneer or the more solid attributes of good taste . . . every such family, as a stock, prizes these elements as a valuable part of education, and is solicitous that schooling shall promote their continuance or at the least shall not destroy them.30





By pooling their resources in schools, the most educated families and those with the greatest social prestige create an environment that not only presents their own children with a binding model of behaviour, but promotes this model as the only legitimate end in education. Selective schooling enables parents to combine their resources and organize their efforts around the model of the successful student installed in the curriculum. These schools, by the standards they set, vindicate the examiners’ expectations, which are always formulated in terms of what individuals should achieve, but in reality are based on what institutions routinely achieve for particular groups of students.




How schools mobilize pupil and teacher resources—especially those that impart particular strategic advantages—reacts on the curriculum in the way learning requirements are interpreted and enforced. Was it simply a good understanding of the demands of the English curriculum that led J. S. Darling, headmaster of Geelong Grammar School, to impose 4000-word essays on his matriculation boys?31 Or did he also influence the examiners’ own requirements by presenting them with candidates who had been drilled in the philosophical high end of the curriculum by a master of divinity and rhetoric?




‘Authority has its source in God and not in man’, was one of Darling’s sixth-form essay topics: ‘no man and no group of men has in itself the right to govern others’.32 Such a topic struck deeply at the maturity of the class, transcending the narrower requirements of the syllabus and calling on the cultural training that his Anglican boarding school dispensed to future political and civic leaders. The cultural training provided through such vehicles as the Public Affairs Society and the Areopagus made the most academic tasks an integral and successful part of school life. Darling’s charges would often do well in English because the school’s classical emphasis provided many outlets for fine speaking—from the routine chapel services through to the Shakespearian productions and the pageant plays.33 Writing too was given every encouragement—by the poet masters, the librarians, the literary editors (If, If Revived and so on). Geelong Grammar School could be proud of its string of poets, writers and historians as well as its Prime Ministers (with their oratorical predilections).




Not that the culture of fine words was confined to this school, with its rural acres and its provincial lassitude, which Latin, art, music, drama and oratory, sacred and profane, were called upon to dispel.34 The great boarding schools that were members of the elite Associated Public Schools might have needed the arts to bond their communities together, but other academically powerful establishments—above all the selective-entry senior public high schools—also promoted a literary and intellectual culture. University High School—a practice school for the training of teachers—had its Modern Languages Club, its Green and Tan Dramatic Club (for past pupils), its Debating Club, History Club, Dramatic Club, United Nations Club, Literature Society, Gilbert and Sullivan Society, Public Questions Society, its Ubique, its form dramas and school plays, its enviable music programme and its annual Shakespeare Day.35 These activities belonged to an age when the culture of eloquence and its corollary, the training of the voice, were a fuller, more overt and more conscious part of the task of social refinement through education. English was never merely a subject, never merely the language of instruction: it was an end in itself, an explicit object of art and personal culture as well as a badge of academic honour.
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