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    Economy and School

    OVER THE LAST fifty years the economic dependence of the Australian population on secondary education has grown to such an extent that today, for most families, there is no refuge from the demands of academic success and no asylum for academic failure. At the end of World War II, every tenth child completed a school program leading to university. Today nearly eight out of ten do so. The trend to universal reliance on secondary education has unfolded in broken stages—the early post-war decades of rapid growth, the 1970s downturn after the first oil shock, recession and return to growth in 1982 and again in 1991, followed by stagnation for much of the 1990s. The economic impulse to greater use of school has involved both positive and negative moments—periods when strong economic growth and an upward shift in the structure of occupations has swept thousands of new students into school, and times when sharp cyclical downturn has turned school into an economic shelter, filled with learners anxious to leave. But over five decades, the flood tides of economic change have left the school system permanently altered. It is now almost completely integrated into national economic life, retaining groups who can get no foothold in the labour market, filling low-paid jobs with low achievers, shaping the tastes and expectations of more successful students, giving training and credentials. Secondary education is now exposed to the economic needs of the whole population.

    Generalized economic dependence on the highest levels of schooling has meant that traditional ways of using secondary education for economic advantage have had to be abandoned. It has long ceased to be possible for aspiring doctors to have amongst the weakest school results of any group—as they did in the late 1930s—or for the best students to rely solely on their talent in the absence of wider competition.1 The strategic assumptions on which academic success used to be based no longer hold. The cost of wages forgone, the uncertainties of a job even after university, limited school places, and the cultural remoteness of the curriculum—these once cleared the approaches to university of most young people.2 Outstanding students could count on their own dedication and mediocre students on a system that did not demand dedication. Progressively, as economic dependence has increased, the average student has had to renounce mediocrity and the best student, the chance display of gifts.

    Today success is based on the exercise of institutional power. Which students will succeed cannot be predicted from personal characteristics alone—from what families do independently of school—even though success does rise on average with each increase in socio-economic status. But which schools the best students represent is a matter of near certainty. And it is through schools that the insecurity of what merely happens 'on average' is removed. As the relationship between employment and qualifications tightens, schools grow in importance, both for the weakest students—whose economic vulnerability can only be offset by success at school—and also for the strongest, whose economic claims must be asserted through high standards of achievement.

    On the eve of World War II, secondary education in its traditional sense—preparation for university—was poorly integrated in the economic life of the population as a whole and dependence on qualifications was quite limited. Only a small minority of children reached post-compulsory levels, usually to enter administrative and professional careers which at that time did not require a university degree. Postal officials, inspectors, bank and insurance clerks were recruited from the final years of secondary school, while primary teachers, nurses and pharmacists began a practical rather than theoretical training from this level. Going on to university was a remote affair. Writing of the rural community of Bairnsdale in Victoria's Gippsland region in 1939, Radford observed: 'University education as the climax of a successful career [at school] is scarcely ever considered, even for the most brilliant students'.3

    Even taking into account all forms of general and vocational education—secondary education in its modern sense—the extent of integration between school and work was weak, and most population groups did not rely on qualifications to maintain or advance their economic well-being. In country districts, boys returned to the farm once they were free to leave school or began manual jobs which needed little training. In towns, they worked on the railways, in workshops, local stores, or as apprentices. Their sisters had fewer jobs, and the largest single source of employment for them was domestic service. Girls in the cities could get factory work or serve in shops or offices, but many were domestic servants and large numbers returned home when released from school. They were often unable to find paid work.4

    In the inter-war years, many children left school even without a certificate of elementary schooling, and the development of various forms of post-primary schooling during these decades did not alter the pattern of separation between learning at school and gaining a job.5 Girls' domestic arts or home science schools and junior technical schools for boys had high drop-out rates. The vocational character of these establishments was deceptive. They were often used to accommodate children who were failing and who were 'retarded' for their age—as is revealed by comparative age patterns and by contemporary accounts of student placement policies.6 Despite the intentions of their founders, they did not evolve as vocational schools where children learnt industrial or business skills and entered the workforce already trained and productive.7 Ironically it was not the 'pre-vocational' establishments with their workshops, typing bays, kitchens and laundries which provided the smoothest passage to jobs, but the academic or 'professional' course whose curriculum was most theoretical or cultural and the most foreign to work.

    The limited economic role of secondary education during this era can be illustrated from rates of attrition in the early post-war years. Of every 100 pupils entering public secondary schools in New South Wales in 1948, one-fifth had departed by the second year, over half by the third year, 87 per cent by the fourth year, and 90 per cent by the fifth year.8 While a proportion of pupils leaving public secondary schools transferred to private or Catholic schools, the overall pattern was one of very sharp reduction in the use of school once the statutory leaving age had been reached. Every second pupil endeavoured to gain the New South Wales Intermediate Certificate—representing an extra year above the norm—but only about 13 per cent attempted another year and only 10 per cent the Leaving Certificate. In Victoria, the Intermediate Certificate was delivered in the fourth year of secondary school. Again somewhat less than half of all children in public post-primary schools reached this year, with 18 per cent attempting their Leaving Certificate after another year and only 7 per cent entering the sixth or Matriculation year.9

    Matters changed rapidly in the boom years of the late 1950s and 1960s. Economic expansion required skilled workers, technicians, office and sales workers, and health, education and other professionals. Rising incomes supported longer schooling, and the channelling of aspirations into white-collar and professional careers was underwritten by immigrant labour in low-paid construction and factory jobs. The use of secondary school accelerated. When manufacturing industry began to decline in the mid-1960s, opportunities became increasingly concentrated in the services sector of the economy.10 Employment in finance, insurance, real estate and business services, in public administration, in schools and hospitals, and in large wholesale and retail concerns grew rapidly between 1947 and 1971.11 Industry change in this direction increased the economic significance of school qualifications, while alternative roads to employment involving early school leaving and apprenticeship or informal on-the-job training began to decline. The full impact of these structural changes on demand for higher levels of schooling was delayed by slower employment growth after 1974 and by economic conditions which dampened confidence in further schooling and university.12 But the prospects of a return to past strategies for employment in which only limited use of school was made were closed by the sharp recession of 1982. This ended a phase in which school completion rates had stabilized or fallen and pressure for university places had markedly eased. During the 1980s, the proportion of young people reaching the final year of secondary school doubled, access to apprenticeships for early school leavers was permanently reduced, and rapidly mounting numbers entered university. Figure 1.1 shows the main phases of growth in demand for completed secondary schooling in Victoria over the period 1947 to 2000, set against the background of the changing economic environment.13
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      Figure 1.1 Trend to generalized economic dependence on school, Victoria, 1947–2000

    

    Qualifications and jobs

    The shift to generalized economic dependence on school can be detected in rising qualification levels. In the mid-1950s, many of the estimated 15 000 engineers at work in Australia were not university-trained.14 They had graduated from technical colleges with professional or technical qualifications, and not a few had only a craftsman's certificate, acquiring much of their training on the job. By the early 1990s, over 80 per cent of practising engineers had at least a two-year technical diploma, 62 per cent had at least a bachelor's degree, and 11 per cent had a postgraduate diploma or higher degree.15 A cross-section of building professionals and engineers at the 1991 census shows that almost one-third of men aged 55–64 years had only a basic or skilled vocational certificate, while over 80 per cent of men under twenty-five had a bachelor's degree. Similar trends can be observed amongst technicians in building and engineering. In 1991 only about one in five of the group aged 55–64 had a two-year Associate Diploma or other award, while three-quarters had only a craftsman's certificate or a basic vocational qualification. By contrast, amongst younger technicians in building and engineering industries, over 40 per cent had at least a two-year award and some held degrees.

    During the decades of growth, professional organizations such as the Institute of Engineers sought to raise entry standards in line with the perceived training needs of their members and greater public recognition. The Australian Society of Accountants argued to the Martin Committee in 1964 that courses in accountancy taught in institutes of technology should 'incorporate studies of a more liberal nature . . . to ensure that [students! reach a standard of general education equivalent to university entrance'.16 Institute of technology courses did not reflect emerging work demands on accountants, who needed to be more management-oriented and to have a wider understanding of the economy. The quality of students should be raised through a broadening of programs and by discouraging narrow vocational expectations. The Institute of Chartered Accountants announced its intention to restrict its ranks to university graduates as it set its sights on examining standards for postgraduate students.

    Health sciences show a similar trend towards an upward revision of entry standards and demands for higher professional recognition based on this mechanism. By the early 1960s, pharmacists were mainly educated in universities, though in a few states the older pattern of lower entry standards and training through a professional society remained.17 The Australian Optometrical Association had not yet succeeded in having courses for its members raised to degree status.18 Nursing—the most widely established health service—had admission requirements regarded as too low by nursing teachers. Higher educational standards were needed to manage the increasing complexity of medical care. In Victoria, 28 per cent of students entering nursing schools in 1961 had completed only three years of secondary school and only 48 per cent had their Intermediate Certificate.19 The Martin Committee opposed the upgrading of entry standards leading to degree courses for nurses, optometrists, physiotherapists, and speech therapists. But within about two decades, training for all these and other health professionals would be firmly established within universities, and often in high-demand courses with stringent selection requirements.

    Less visible than the transformation of the status of health professionals has been the progressive upgrading of entry levels in skilled manual trades. Up to the early 1980s, apprenticeship opportunities grew strongly in Australia, in part because government subsidies tended to counteract the underlying deterioration in the full-time labour market for teenagers.20 Recession in 1982–83 cut apprenticeship intakes by one-third and triggered a sharp upswing in school retention rates.21 The long-term effect of this recession was to permanently reduce apprenticeship opportunities for the youngest school leavers and to advantage those with at least five years' experience of secondary school. The recession of 1990–91 had a still more drastic impact on apprenticeship commencements and again raised the bar in favour of the most highly schooled individuals. This trend is reflected in the declining share of new indentures held by younger teenagers over the period. In Victoria, for example, 15–16-year-olds took up 30 per cent of all new positions in 1990, but within one year this had fallen to 19 per cent and has remained at this level ever since.22

    Economic marginalization through school

    The fact that more young people than ever before rely on school for jobs or further training does not mean that school is an equally effective path for all groups. Global economic dependence on school does not imply successful use of school and is compatible with economic marginalization through school. Decisions to leave school early are influenced more by quality of learning experience than perceptions of job availability. It is students with the lowest marks who are most likely to quit school. Data from Capricornia in Queensland show a pattern which is found across Australia, in which intentions to leave school and look for work rise as student achievement falls. Only 12 per cent of boys in Year 10 who say they are doing 'very well' in English intend to drop out, compared to 16 per cent who are coping 'well' and 20 per cent who are coping 'poorly' or 'not well'. Amongst those students who do continue to Year 12, it is the low achievers who most often reject further training at the end of school—63 per cent compared to 19 per cent of the group coping best (Figure 1.2).23
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      Figure 1.2 Work and vocational training plans of boys, by level of coping in English and year-level

    

    Tracking of students confirms that those who actually do leave school early often have the poorest results and the lowest academic self-esteem.24 As learning weakens, young people adjust their perceptions of what they hope to gain by staying on at school. Low achievers more frequently want to start work and they attach more importance to job skills than good marks. The fading prospect of 'careers' based on university or TAFE is compensated by an optimistic view about jobs being available for those who 'look hard enough'. Low achievers enter the labour market with confident necessity. They have practically no choice, but it is more with a sense of liberation than resignation that they contemplate work, and their confidence in the labour market, though misplaced, substitutes for the confidence that others can and do place in education, but which they cannot. Rejected by school, they feel confined and out of place. Neither their achievements nor their attitudes equip them to navigate the job market. It is students with good results who get jobs, while low achievers, though the first to seek work, are often the last to find it.

    Economic marginalization through school is experienced more often by children of manual workers and the unemployed. School has become a link in the re-creation of poverty. This is because, while dependence on completed secondary school has grown, achievement in the programs offered by schools is closely linked with socio-economic status. In secondary school, the children who most frequently report learning difficulties in English are those whose parents are blue-collar workers. Their self-rated achievement is reflected in their academic results as and when they reach the final year of school. In South Australia, girls from semi-skilled and unemployed backgrounds are twice as likely as those from professional and managerial backgrounds to receive low marks, whether in publicly examined English or in school-assessed English (both optional subjects).25 The links between scholastic failure and socio-economic status mean that it is manual workers' children who most often pay the economic penalties of low achievement. It is they who will leave school early or will be refused a place in tertiary education if they do finish school; it is they who will find it more difficult to get part-time work while at school and who have a greater chance of being unemployed at the end of school.

    Economic reliance on school increases as job opportunities decline. So more sustained and effective use of school is needed where regional labour markets are weak or where industry restructuring has eliminated jobs or changed the kind of work that is available. Ironically, it is precisely in regions with high unemployment that young people are most vulnerable to failure at school and where early leaving is often high. Added to the economic and personal pressures to find work—even in the most unfavourable climates—are the loss of interest in school work and the loss of self-confidence that accompany poor attainment at school. Severe downturn, as in 1982 and 1991, compels many young people to stay on at school. The first signs of recovery bring falls in retention, sometimes sharp (as in Tasmania in 1992), otherwise more modest, but sustained. Three years after the 1992 recession, some of the steepest falls in school retention in Melbourne occurred in labour force regions with amongst the highest unemployment rates in Victoria. Despite poor chances of finding work, participation in the workforce rose, while enrolments in school fell. In the north-east of the city, with about 18 per cent of young men unemployed, the fall in retention was around eleven percentage points from its height in 1992. In the Mornington Peninsula region, every fourth young man was unemployed in 1995 and the school drop-out rate was the highest in the state.26

    Continuing high levels of regional unemployment do not stop young people from leaving school. There are both economic and scholastic motives for them to do so. Where the prospects of success at school are not good, the perceived value of investing time and effort in studies declines. Achievement at school should reduce the economic vulnerability of individuals. But in many regional communities across Australia, the likelihood of being unemployed is compounded by the likelihood of failure at school. Thus in the outer-west and north-west of Melbourne, where unemployment amongst young men was running at between 15 and 20 per cent in 1995, every third boy could expect to fail English. Urban regions which are economically depressed are doubly disadvantaged, first by the higher risk of unemployment connected with structural factors, and second by the difficulties of lifting achievement against the threat of unemployment.

    Mounting reliance on school leads to an accumulation of social disadvantages within school. There are Australian secondary schools in which 40 per cent of children have at least one parent who is unemployed or on some form of pension. These include schools in which nine out of ten children speak a language other than English at home and whose parents have had only limited schooling.27 Residential segregation based on property values and rental markets brings many families together whose economic insecurity risks the educational progress of their children through family breakdown, ill-health, and leisure patterns which relieve stress but delay learning. Economic vulnerability keeps many young people at school, but at the price of scholastic vulnerability. In country regions, potential failure is often averted by early leaving and unemployment or under-employment. In poor urban communities, extra years of school are often repaid by failure. Economic insecurity is postponed rather than relieved by student achievement.

    Economic advancement through school

    During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the movement from an agrarian economy based on family and community to the generalized market relationships of a 'business society' (Tönnies' Gesellschaft)—founded on trade in manufactured goods and wage labour—fostered the notion of competitive achievement through school, but at the same time encouraged protective social strategies to resist the erosion of advantages.28 Secondary and higher education were exposed to competition only marginally through merit-based scholarships. Economic power was used directly to give secure and preferential access to education to the rich and to shield them from the risks of academic selection based on merit. The expansion of educational opportunities beyond elementary schooling, first in the late nineteenth century and then especially after World War II, widened the scale of competition and intensified the need for mechanisms of collective academic security amongst the most advantaged social strata. Selective secondary education, whether organized by public authorities or by private bodies, limited exposure to competition by establishing conditions in which the challenge of tests and exams could be met collectively instead of by individuals acting in isolation. The ethic of competition was again displaced onto the social groups with the weakest material and cultural resources. Open-access, multi-purpose schools, both public and private, were created for their children. Those who could prove that they were not poor in cultural terms could enter selective secondary schools. These operated to pool the cultural advantages of middle- and high-status families and to substitute pedagogical efficiency where, in the individual case, new or modest wealth was not accompanied by cultural capital. The history of secondary education in the twentieth century thus presents a contrapuntal movement in which competitive individual achievement becomes ever more firmly established as a principle, but is continually undermined in practice by strategies of collective academic security which institutionalize success and failure. School systems have evolved to ensure that the socially most advantaged children compete as a group, while the least advantaged children enjoy the fewest collective protections and compete most often as individuals.

    Structural inequality

    If secondary education has become a mass system, it is far from being a democratic one.29 Instead social tensions have accumulated within it as practically all avenues to economic advancement have tended to become linked to it.30 The management of these tensions resides, on the one hand, in the curriculum as a set of differentiated opportunities for learning and recognition, and on the other hand in the range of schools available to families to exploit these opportunities. Each of these systems is hierarchical, and they are interlocked. Just as parents know there are 'hard' and 'soft' options in the curriculum, they also know that some schools are more 'academic' than others. A hierarchical curriculum needs a stratified school system. This enduring, but evolving relationship between curriculum and schools underlies the patterns of social inequality which are such a marked feature of mass secondary education and whose persistence and predictability show that they are 'structural'—related to the whole way in which knowledge is organized in the curriculum and how power is accumulated in school systems to exploit it. This structure links two forms of institutionalized power. On the one side is the knowledge which is codified in school subjects and which represents an historical asset or infrastructure built up over time by generations of use and adapted to the needs and culture of the most educated families. On the other side are the resources concentrated in schools and deposited by successive generations to extract social and economic advantages from the knowledge formalized in school programs. In this structure, it is the curriculum which is the central element. For without its hierarchical and selective nature and the continual pressure it places on families and individuals to distinguish themselves in academic terms, there would be no call on a stratified school system to surmount these demands and demonstrate 'excellence' at the highest levels of the curriculum.

    The purpose of this book is to explain how the curriculum which lies at the core of mass secondary education operates as an economic system. The curriculum is a system of production, consuming physical and symbolic resources and producing outcomes in the form of access to jobs, careers and further education. 'The first part, The Machine of the Curriculum', describes the hierarchical nature of the curriculum as a system of production and how it has evolved to accommodate, but at the same time to contain, the aspirations of new populations completing school. The conservative function of the curriculum can be demonstrated from the great continuity in social patterns of participation and achievement over time. But there has also been progress in social access to the curriculum, including in some of the most demanding subjects. Structural inequality is compatible with historical progress.31

    The second part, 'Historical Progress', offers an analysis of growth in social access to mathematics and the physical and biological sciences, and the social sciences and humanities (which display a more mixed, or even retrograde pattern). The third part, 'Hierarchical Curriculum, Stratified School System', examines the reasons why, despite progress, social inequalities persist in the curriculum. The conservation of the curriculum is due in part to intrinsic factors—its cognitive and cultural demands—but also to the nature of the school systems through which it is delivered.

    The fourth part turns to 'The Results of School'. If most young people do complete school, but in different areas of the curriculum and at different levels of achievement, what are their destinations following school? What kinds of jobs do they get? How many go on to tertiary education, who are they, and why them and not others? How effective is the senior certificate in itself as a bridge to employment? To what extent has this changed with the trend to mass secondary education?

    The fifth part, 'Lines of Reform', looks at the possibilities of change in social patterns of achievement. Does the solution to persistent inequality lie in more effective management of schools as human organizations? Or should the answer be sought in a more inclusive and modernized curriculum? What does the evidence suggest of the biggest change in curriculum—the rise of vocational studies? Neither the pursuit of school effectiveness on its own nor the expansion of the curriculum along vocational lines is considered an adequate response to the central theoretical problem posed by this book—why is there social inequality? More fundamental changes are needed to address the basic policy issue which arises from this problem—how to ensure that secondary education should not only be a 'mass' system, but a democratic one as well. Or, in short, how to build equity on quality.
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    The Hierarchy of the Curriculum in Historical Perspective

    AT THE TIME that the first great push towards mass secondary education had stalled in the economic stagnation of the 1970s, the curriculum of Australian schools was so marked by the social rank of its users that its conservative and retarding action could not be mistaken. If only one-third of the population completed secondary school, that was more than enough to generate the anxieties and the strategies to convert a schedule of subjects approved by universities for matriculation into a hierarchical system of competitive advantage.1 The shape into which the curriculum was pushed by these pressures would prove a robust and enduring structure, able to accommodate new subjects, new assessment approaches and even multiple credentials within the certificate without disturbing its basic role.

    If the various programs of study that come to be represented in the curriculum have different cultural and economic lineages—some humanist, some modernist, still others populist and vocational—they are not randomly distributed across the curriculum in a jumbled historical collage, indifferent to the academic and social attributes of the students who take them. As new subjects make their entrance, acquiring the status of disciplines or sub-disciplines, more space is created for new populations, but also more distance within the curriculum for established groups to assert difference and superiority over their emerging competitors. School subjects have their own histories of intellectual influences and sectional interests—the struggle to free Australian History from imperial British History, to raise the status of commercial subjects, to add health and human well-being, to include the languages of migrant communities. But there is another history at work in the curriculum. This is the story of the persistence of a structure within the curriculum, despite the periodic flurry of reform and the wealth of changes that on every side suggest growing diversity and more equality. It is the story of how, within the expanding structure of the curriculum, certain kinds of knowledge conserve their pre-eminence, and how this hierarchy operates as a machine, translating social power into academic merit and thus conserving the wider social structure itself.2

    Looking back to the mid-1970s—a point in time when rising unemployment spelt the end of post-war confidence—the narrowness of the academic curriculum is striking. Though retention rates had grown rapidly since the end of the war, there had been little change in the nature of the subjects making up the Higher School Certificate. Most of the differentiation in subjects that had occurred by then represented distinctions within existing disciplines or fields rather than new areas of knowledge not previously accepted as legitimate scholarly learning. Growth in participation, in other words, was constrained to occur within a pre-existing framework of subjects which had shown little change over the preceding three decades.3 Exploring each level of the academic hierarchy exposes the features which, in 1975, gave the curriculum its distinctive structure and which account for its inertia during the subsequent period of major economic and social change.

    Languages, mathematics and physical sciences

    If subjects are ranked according to the average level of achievement of the students taking them, then in 1975 ancient and modern languages stood at the pinnacle of the curriculum (see Figure 2.1).4 Latin, French and German had by then lost the advantage of prescription which had made a second language (or mathematics) a prerequisite for entry to Arts faculties. They survived as languages of culture, and as such young people studying them tended to be (though were by no means always) a self-selected elite.5 This is still more true of Asian languages, which were newer, far less widely taught, and presented distinctive challenges. Chinese, Japanese and Indonesian were, within the context of the school system, essentially academic languages. This is confirmed by the elevated positions they came to occupy in the curriculum, ranking either with Latin or at least with French and German. Though the primary motive for introducing Asian languages had been communication in a living language, the scholastic aptitude and cognitive abilities required to master them through the medium of classroom instruction narrowed their appeal and made them objects of academic appropriation.6 Despite the wealth of opportunities for active communication with living speakers, Asian languages were no different in this crucial respect than the dead language of Latin (or the living languages of Europe taught on the pedagogical model of Latin). For the student confronted them as blocks of codified knowledge, encased in rules, governed by underlying principles which would never be spontaneously used, and compelling an ever self-conscious regard for correctness and accuracy of expression. It is this second-order relationship to the production of a foreign language—driven by memory, logic and constant reflexivity—that distinguishes language learning in schools from informal acquisition through immersion in a speech community and that turns even the more 'grammatically free' Asian languages into books of grammar.7 A high level of first-language proficiency, analytical and classificatory skills, intrinsic interest, perseverance, and self-confidence combine to cloister only the more able students in senior language classes. For not dissimilar reasons, music alone rivalled the academic languages in the richness of its mix of pupils.
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      Figure 2.1 The academic and social hierarchy of the Victorian Higher School Certificate Curriculum, 1975

    

    Preparatory mathematics and the physical sciences were perched somewhat lower on the scale of student achievement in 1975. This was because they were large subjects, widely taught, and set down as prerequisites for university. Mandated knowledge, they controlled the roads to the professions. They were hard options, constructed as systems of concepts involving an ordered abstraction from everyday life, a language of ideas (numbers, symbols, physical concepts), and pedagogically conservative routines designed to instil obedience to conceptual order—logical and linguistic conformity.8 Sequential, elaborate, highly organized as school disciplines, mathematics and physical science subjects had been reformed in the 1960s to stress their theoretical content and structure.9 Depth of understanding and procedural fluency were the key demands of the examiners. The intellectual worlds of school mathematics, physics and chemistry were made more rigorous and internally coherent, but at the price of ever greater remoteness from the external world. This only tended to emphasize the grammatical character of science and mathematics—their rulebook quality as collections of topics and examples, and learning as preparation for exams. The good student as distinct from the brilliant, needed analytical and synthetic skills (to break problems up, to detect relationships), language mastery (to manage concepts, to reason hypothetically), a capacity for abstraction (to distinguish form from content, to rotate perspectives), the ability to concentrate for sustained periods, passivity in the instructional process, renunciation of external meaning, and pride in scholarly attainment. These were the same attributes that success in foreign languages demanded, and preparatory mathematics and physical sciences would have shared the same site as languages on the map of student talent had their roles been less prescribed and their social intakes accordingly narrower.

    Elite subjects—academic languages, mathematics and physical sciences—had more in common than the mental dispositions they demanded of students. Highly abstract, as in the rules of syntax or of chemical equilibrium or mathematical logic, they were at the same time highly structured. Languages, mathematics and physical sciences were all organized into specialized departments or areas in which knowledge could be taught and examined systematically and which were comparatively stable and predictable. There was a sense of certainty about ideas and about cognitive tasks and operations—which, in these fields, could be infinitely decomposed—and this imbued teaching with authority and prestige. Each discipline was in its own way formal, requiring an attitude of supplication and surrender to the interior world of its concepts, from which again the teacher drew profit, succumbing to the inherent temptation to teach down to the pupil and mystify the content. If abstractness and authoritarianism ran together, this was because remoteness of concepts intensified the dependence of the pupil on the pedagogue, for good or ill. There was thus a severity about 'hard' subjects which was social, not only conceptual. Perhaps it was not accidental that all of these subjects that disciplined behaviour as well as thought were, or had once been, the gateways to management and the professions.10

    Literary subjects

    History, literature and English were located in an intermediate position in the curriculum of the mid-1970s. None was mathematically based and none had the hierarchical structure of mathematics and the physical sciences or the complex divisions of grammar upon which the teaching of languages was based. If the syllabus of English in the inter-war years suggests that it, too, was once taught as a foreign or ancient language—with the same emphasis on form, rules and principles—this approach had long since given way to functional tasks (précis, essay construction, clear thinking), and to moral and philosophical reasoning through textual analysis and composition.11 The humanities were discursive and fluid disciplines. Their consolidation into school subjects, while leading to a predictability of content, themes and questions, left an ample role for the individual. History and literature tested the personal culture of the learner by favouring the long essay as the vehicle of examinations; it completely reversed the assessment orientation of the natural sciences, which provided no scope for individual differentiation beyond the relative difficulty of examination questions. Subjects created for writers, the humanities called the student onto the stage and would provide no shelter behind assessment tasks, like multiple-choice questions, which could be corrected by a machine.12

    The intermediate position of the humanities on the scale of academic talent reflects their wide accessibility, but at the same time the cultural demands that were placed on students. Success in history relied on a range of cognitive abilities which could not easily be taught from the classroom alone—composition, rhetoric, logical analysis, interpretative, synthetic and perspective-building skills, criticism, and mastery of historical facts (relevance, accuracy and significance). But underlying these were dispositions which tested depth of intellectual culture—the capacity to relate to historical worlds for their own sake (curiosity about the past); the imaginative transposition of perspective that converts these worlds into objects of study, that engages the learner in the ideas of the past ('reason', 'liberty', 'socialism') and the institutions of the past (feudalism, the city, the ancien régime) as if they were present.

    That the study of history should have attracted students of the same calibre as those taking English Literature reflects the convergence of these two disciplines on narrative. For in each case a story must be told, and in each case everything depends on the telling. Each has a tale to tell, but from a perspective and in a style that engages the reader, while distinguishing the author as someone with something to say. The history candidates of the 1940s who stumbled through the Renaissance when 'art and culture started', enraged the examiner less by the 'stupefying fog of ignorance' that they made to descend in depressing irony on medieval Europe than by a shrivelling of historical insight into trite phrase. To damn the textbook was the historian's answer.13 But, for the teacher, how were adolescents to transcend the naive standpoint that made them depend on textbooks and classroom notes as surely as the classroom critic on the crib? The transition from history as discovery (historiography) to history as pedagogical fact was a process of degeneration ending in howlers. These only exposed in extreme form a common reliance on the summaries, crisp statements, and sweeping generalizations that cleared subtlety away and banished doubt from the path of meaning to rescue the student from the exam.

    Reading from the historian about 'a new spiritual influence which, spreading out from Italy, became the breath of life for all the more instructed minds in Europe', only confident and skilful writers could imbue this with a content that was not banal and save the Renaissance from being the time 'when the growth of everything began to grow'.14

    Literature, too, was a training in measured distance from the text. Play, poem, novel were transformed into objects of analysis to understand how art was produced and how pleasure in art was experienced. Like history, the issue on which a student was tested was not what happened, but the basis of our knowledge of what happened. Exposing the techniques of the novelist, the poet or the playwright, the form of the work, the sources of psychological tension, plot and character, scene and mood, was an exercise in methodical abstraction. The task was to reconstruct the work according to underlying dramatic or architectural principles, the elucidation of which represents the academic over the artistic spirit. The end of this process is not the work of art, but a higher-order knowledge of why and how art works. To reach this plane, the student has to forge a different relationship to the novel or the play or poem, which inhibits spontaneous immersion in the ebb and tide of words and feelings and which demands a continuous externalization of experience to grasp the principles acting behind. Merely recounting the events in a book or describing the characters in it is a fatal derogation of role, comparable to mere narration of events in history. In both cases, the student must adopt the stance of explaining how things happen rather than simply recording what happened. But in both cases, too, the analysis must be delivered as narrative—a coherent line of argument assembling all relevant aspects and reaching a conclusion. History and literature converge not simply on this outcome, but on the control of words and literary form and on the implicit recognition of role and purpose which abstracts the writer from the worlds of fact and fiction.15

    The theoretical emphasis of the elite subjects—languages and their generative grammars, mathematics and the physical sciences, and the numerical play of their concepts—had its parallel in the older humanities. For ideas were just as central to history and literature, only more accessible and closer to life. Moreover these disciplines also demanded the critical reflectiveness, the posture of detachment, the capacity for abstracting form from detail, for discovering connections, and interpreting meaning that underlay success in the reportedly harder options. So while on the map of the curriculum there is a decline in the average marks of candidates going from elite languages and mathematically based sciences to European histories and English literature, this conceals the intellectual level and the cultural orientation demanded of the better student. The fall in performance reflects the upward movement of new populations into domains of the curriculum more open than the sequenced and streamed hierarchy of mathematics and science, but in some ways more culturally closed, thanks to diffuse and complex criteria of success, refined language demands, and the testing of personal attributes through the student essay.

    The social sciences

    To descend further down the hierarchy of the curriculum is to encounter subjects whose content was the contemporary social world. Economics, Geography and Social Studies belonged to this group, as did Australian history, with its national focus and long view of Australian society. The social sciences shared many features with the older humanities. They were based on the study of texts (though the search for data and the study of tables were important, especially in geography). They involved the preparation of texts in the form of essays. Analysis and interpretation, logical skills, methodical reasoning from data were all required. But the edifice of theory in the social sciences—the theories, at any rate, that could be reviewed in classrooms and examinations—was not so grand as in the natural sciences, and nor did mathematical modelling penetrate this introductory level where at university it would enforce claims to scientific status.

    Taking the contemporary social world as the point of reference created a major division in the curriculum, which had far-reaching consequences. All of the subjects which ranked highly on the measure of average student achievement in 1975 represented theoretical or historical or aesthetic worlds that could be occupied only through formal training and protracted withdrawal from economic life. Languages, mathematics, physics, chemistry, classical civilization, the histories of Greece and Rome, Renaissance and Reformation, the Age of the Enlightenment and eighteenth-century economic history, music theory, the history and literature of music, and music practice were all established forms of humanist learning and scientific culture designed to educate broadly and to elevate the mind before any question of technical or professional training. Even English literature, which came so close to everyday life through the modern novel, was a study of the imaginary world of the writer and how this was created. It is the break with this liberal concept of education that marks the transition to social science subjects in the curriculum. Not only does the nature of the cognitive objects change—from the historical to the contemporary world—but so, too, does the cognitive relationship. Economics, geography, and social studies had a technical and practical, not contemplative orientation to social order. Their rationale as school subjects—the comprehension of contemporary economic, social and political processes—was not primarily theoretical, even though each as a university discipline had its own wealth of theoretical questions capable of systematic investigation and high levels of technical and mathematical sophistication. But it was not an initiation into these theoretical recesses which the school syllabus aimed at, despite the attempts at conceptual unity in economics and geography (the national product, the water cycle) and the aridity of the more formal work. They were concerned with bringing the human environment—including the transformed environment of nature—under critical scrutiny and rational control. Both the immediacy of their content and this practical ambition brought them close to the new populations completing school, as did the mainly descriptive and analytical methods which they employed. Conversely, their comparatively weak conceptual integration (as displayed by the lack of sequencing of levels of study or the absence of prescribed textbooks), their rather modest theoretical demands, their lack of status as course prerequisites for university, and their lack of prestige as traditional fields of academic learning distanced traditional populations from them. They represented neither liberal culture nor strategic gain. Shunned by the lettered classes and embraced by the rising fractions of the working class, economics, geography and social studies along with Australian history would occupy the lower levels of the curriculum hierarchy. Irrelevant, or even hostile, to a traditional leadership ideal founded on personal culture and the trained mind, they were instruments of democratic power and technical control foreign to a historical outlook based on leisure.16

    Understanding how economy and society worked in contemporary space and time was the most modern of all teaching objectives in the school curriculum. The transformation of the natural world, the rise of market society, the emergence of mass political institutions gave this objective a depth and urgency merely feigned by the champions of antiquity struggling to save Greek and Roman history from extinction. Academically the best students were set to work to recover the past. The weakest were left to examine the present.

    To descend the curriculum was to leave behind an antique world of academic subjects whose long history reached back to colonial years. A century of effort was concentrated in these subjects. In them the social view of what history meant was preserved, what science meant and literature, humanist learning in general. And though significant shifts had occurred, such as the rise of English literature and the demise of classical languages, the subjects that attracted the most successful students in 1975 were monuments of past endeavour.17 The accumulated experience of teachers lay in them, the genealogy of textbooks, the Chairs and Departments at university, the prizes and exhibitions, and the whole cultural bearing of educated society which had self-consciously built its schools on English models, imported its professors, the subjects they taught, and the texts they prescribed.18
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