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‘Everything is forever imprinted with what it once was.’

(Jeanette Winterson, 2008)

INTRODUCTION
The release of a revised New South Wales (NSW) English 
K-10 Syllabus (NESA, 2022) is an opportune moment
to revisit some of the historical milestones that have
shaped the subject over the past 113 years. As Reid (2003)
reminds us:

[r]etrieving intellectual history is not an antiquarian pur-
suit. Anyone wanting to be a well informed professional
needs to understand certain continuities that link English
curriculum discourses and practices with previous dis-
courses and practices (p. 100).

What follows is a version of a presentation to NSW sec-
ondary English teachers in 2023 for the Centre for Profes-
sional Learning (CPL) at the NSW Teachers’ Federation. 
My aim was to highlight just some of the ‘continuities’ 
between the current and previous 7-10 English syllabus 
documents and to identify aspects of the conceptual-
isation of the subject that have shifted over the course 
of more than a century. In other words: where have we 
come from; what has changed; and what has endured?

The history of English curriculum in NSW is deep and 
complex¹ . For that reason, the discussion here is limited 
to a handful of syllabus documents that provide some 
insights into the formation, continuities and shifts in sec-
ondary English since the early 1900s. I focus on particular 
features of the:

• inaugural Courses for Study in High School released
in 1911;

• NSW version of ‘Newbolt’ English in the 1953 sylla-
bus;

• introduction of film, media, comics in the 1961/1962

syllabus; and the

• ‘Growth’ 7-10 syllabus of 1971.

 


































CONTINUITY  AND CHANGE:  SOME KEY  MOMENTS IN  THE HISTORY 
OF  JUNIOR SECONDARY ENGLISH IN  NEW SOUTH WALES

PROFESSOR JACKIE  MANUEL

As teachers grapple with a revised English K-10 Syllabus, Professor Jackie Manuel provides a thorough and 
engaging history of secondary English in NSW...



1911: COURSES OF STUDY FOR HIGH SCHOOLS
Introduced in NSW in 1911, the inaugural Courses of 
Study for High Schools (Courses) (NSW Department of 
Public Instruction) was part of the systematic reforms to 
establish universal, secular and free state-based educa-
tion. The wide-scale changes taking place in education in 
NSW during the early twentieth century mirrored the rap-
id advances in education occurring in many countries, 
fuelled by the trans-cultural New Education movement 
(see, for example, Brock, 1984a; 1984b; 1986; Cormack & 
Green, 2000; Crane & Walker, 1957; Green, 2003; Green & 
Beavis, 1996; Green & Cormack, 2008; Hughes & Brock, 
2008; Manuel & Carter, 2019; Patterson, 2000; Reid, 
2002, 2003; Sawyer, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; Selleck, 1968). 
Hallmarks of the New Education are beliefs, discourses, 
‘ideas and practices’ such as:

• child-centred education, drawing on the philoso-
phies and perspectives of, for example, Rousseau,
Wordsworth, Arnold, Dewey and Newbolt (Sawyer,
2009a);

• the Romantic ideal of the ‘child as artist’ (Mathieson,
1975, p. 56);

• experiential and active education or ‘learning by
doing’: ‘students are not to be passive recipients, but
active participators – they must be fired to do things’
(Newbolt, 1921, p. 277);

• education that had a close and ‘practical bearing on
life’ (Newbolt, 1921, p. 3);

• an emphasis on emotions, creativity, imagination,
and interiority (Sawyer, 2009a);

• education as a source of emancipation, optimism
and aspiration;

• education for identity formation, including the foster-
ing of citizenship;

• holistic child development that was socially mediat-
ed and relational; and

• education as a powerful force in shaping social
cohesion.

In NSW, these beliefs, discourses, ‘ideas and practices’ 
were keenly embraced by Peter Board. His role in cham-
pioning and carrying forward the spirit and vision of a 
‘new education’ system and the innovations occurring 

in Britain and elsewhere at the time cannot be over-esti-
mated. Board’s determination to establish a centralised 
system of comprehensive primary and secondary educa-
tion in NSW was inspired, in large part, by his ‘conversion’ 
to the New Education during his extensive study tours of 
England, Scotland, Europe, the United States and Cana-
da between 1903 and 1911. Whilst abroad, he witnessed 
first-hand the revolutionary ‘ideas and practices’ flourish-
ing in schools in those countries. His growing philosophi-
cal and practical commitment to the New Education was 
unambiguously instantiated in the 1911 Courses.

Figure	1:	Facsimile	of	the	cover	of Courses of Study for 
High Schools	(NSW	Department	of	Public	Instruction,	
1911).

One	of	the	more	immediately	striking	features	of	the	
Courses (1911)	is	the	relative	brevity	of	the	document	
compared	to	contemporary	NSW	syllabus	documents.	
In	a	modest	100-odd	pages,	the	1911	document	includes	
a	syllabus	for	10 subjects	(English,	History,	Mathematics,	
Science,	Geography,	Languages,	Drawing,	Domestic	Arts,	
Music	and	Economics	and	Commerce)	along	with:

• a general introduction setting out the aim, rationale
and purpose of secondary education;

• timetables for each course;

• Notes and Suggestions for teachers for each subject;
and

• prescribed text lists for subjects where relevant.

The Introduction to the Courses, which Board himself 
wrote and signed, enunciates that: 

the aim of secondary education should be to combine the 
liberal elements of a curriculum with such studies as 
will furnish the student with a body of knowledge, hab-
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its of thought and trend of interests that have a dis-
tinctly practical outcome (1911, iv) (Emphasis added).

This belief in the need for education to be at the ser-
vice of developing every student’s self-activity, interest, 
freedom of thought and feeling, identity and citizenship 
is inscribed in the discourse of the Introduction. For 
instance, it asserts that ‘whatever may be the path to 
which the teacher has directed the pupil, the pupil him-
self [sic] has travelled it and made all its features his [sic] 
own’ (1911, p. 7, p. 8). In fact, the child-centred rhetoric 
continues throughout the 1911 document in its explicit 
references to education:

• as growth towards ‘self-dependence’;

• nurturing the ‘art of independent study’;

• cultivating ‘taste’, ‘conduct and character’; and

• positioning the student as ‘an investigator, an ex-
perimenter’ (NSW Department of Public Instruction,
1911).

 


























to the non-utilitarian purpose of education: all students 
were required to study a mandatory common core of 
subjects in each of the four courses, ‘having no imme-
diate bearing on vocational ends’ (1911, p. 5): namely, 
English, History, Mathematics and Science. In the hierar-
chy of this curriculum, these four subjects were ascribed 
pre-eminent status as the ‘common meeting ground for 
all students of the High School’ (1911, p. 5). Despite the 
considerable shifts and advances in curriculum theory 
and educational research, and enormous socio-cultural 
changes since 1911, the current Australian Curriculum 
began with the development of curricula in these same 
four subjects. This reproduction of a curriculum hierar-
chy, and the attendant assumptions about the purpose 
of education that inhere in such a hierarchy, point to the 
powerful continuities in conceptualisations of secondary 
education, knowledge and the ‘well educated’ citizen 
(1911, p. 5).

ENGLISH AS THE HUB OF THE CURRICULUM
Of the four mandatory ‘common ground’ subjects in the 
curriculum, English is singled out as the subject which, 
through the study of literature, ‘the High School will exer-
cise its highest influence upon the general training of the 
pupils’ (1911, p. 5). Board’s blueprint for public secondary 
education, and for English education in particular, relied 
not only on the tenets of the New Education movement: 
it also placed a heavy emphasis on the moral, ethical and 
aesthetic formation of the child and his or her holistic 
growth, personal experience, creativity, and ‘self-activity’ 
(Hughes & Brock, 2008, p. 20). 

From a total of seven-and-a-half pages, the content for 
English occupies one-third of the syllabus, while the 
Notes and Suggestions for teachers comprises two-thirds 
of the syllabus. The content of the English syllabus is 
structured in two parts.

1.Literature – with prescribed text lists for each of the
four years of secondary schooling that included:

• Fiction

• Poetry

• Drama

• Shakespearian Drama

• Non-fiction (e.g. essays, biographies)
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Figure	2:	Facsimile	of Courses of Study for High Schools 
(NSW	Department	of	Public	Instruction,	1911,	p.	16)

2. Language

(a) Composition – Oral and written.

(b) Grammar, Prosody, Word Composition. Practice in
speaking and reading (p. 15).

In contrast to the Literature component of the syllabus, 
the Language component is brief and general. It dis-
courages the explicit teaching of grammar or decontex-
tualised language skills, emphasising instead the aim of 
meaningful engagement with language through reading 
and writing: 

Formal instruction in the theory of expression will 
scarcely be needed. In any case, it is doubtful whether 
such instruction is effective in securing a good style of 
composition. The aim in this course is to develop an intel-
ligent interest in the mother tongue and not to acquaint 
pupils with a body of details (1911, p. 21, p. 22) (Emphasis 
added).

The syllabus recommends that teachers ‘leave scope 
for variations in detail of the programmes’ (1911, p. iv) 
which extends to the practice of encouraging students 
to choose their own reading materials in addition to those 
prescribed and initiate their own topics for composition. 

The Timetable in the Courses allocates the time to be 
spent in each subject area (pp. 10-14). The mandating of, 
and legislation for minimum hours for each subject area 
in the curriculum has remained a feature of education 
in NSW to the present, although the allocation of half of 

the school timetable to the individual student’s pursuits in 
the 1911 syllabus was steadily eroded as the number of 
subjects in the curriculum grew substantially in the early 
decades of the twentieth century. 

English is positioned in the syllabus as a subject

having no immediate bearing on vocational ends, but 
designed to provide for the common needs and the 
common training for well educated citizenship ... it is 
especially in the use of the mother tongue and the study of 
its literature that the High School will exercise its highest 
influence upon the general training of pupils (1911, p. 5, 
p. 18) (Emphasis added).

The ‘mother tongue’ is of course ‘English’ – and the liter-
ature referred to in this excerpt is predominantly British 
canonical literature. Foreshadowing the Newbolt Report’s 
(1921) belief in literature as ‘a possession and a source of 
delight, a personal intimacy and the gaining of personal 
experience, an end in itself and, at the same time, an 
equipment for the understanding of life’ (p. 19) is the view 
of literature conveyed in the 1911 syllabus:

The special educating power of Literature lies in its effect 
in developing the mind, filling it with high ideals and 
in its influence on refining and ennobling character’ … 
the works in the Literature Course have been chosen not 
merely for their value as a means of information, but 
as a source of higher pleasures, as a means of knowing 
life, and for their ethical or their literary value (1911, p. 
5, p. 18) (Emphasis added).

Here the English syllabus stakes out the territory and 
defines the purpose of the subject by proclaiming the 
ethical, ‘moral, spiritual and intellectual value of reading 
literature’ (1911, p. 18). Literature, it states, is a ‘source 
of higher pleasures’, knowledge and understanding. The 
evangelistic tenor of the early twentieth century debates 
about the centrality of literature as a civilising force in 
the education of the young was equally captured in more 
public conversations, such as, for example, in a piece 
by Professor Perkins published in the NSW Education 
Gazette in 1905. Perkins declared that ‘in our literature 
we have the most sacred relics of our race ... the love of it 
idealises and humanises life ... in general, unless a taste 
for literature be acquired in early life, it but rarely lightens 
our ways in the after times’ (NSW Education Gazette, 1905, 
p. 137).
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Subject English is conceptualised as the curricular path 
to the ethical, moral, spiritual, intellectual and social de-
velopment of the student. On this point, a critical dimen-
sion of the 1911 English syllabus is the mission to reclaim 
literature and literary study from what was perceived to 
be the overly ‘bookish’, ‘too remote from life’ (Newbolt, 
1921, p. 165), and elitist nature of the study of Classics. 
The English syllabus warns that if a ‘book is merely to 
supply the pupil with something which he [sic] has to 
learn in order that he [sic] may afterwards reproduce 
it, the book will hinder rather than help the pupil’s real 
education’ (1911, p. 7). The belief that the ‘book’ must be 
at the service of enriching and expanding the student’s 
experience and knowledge is yet another example of the 
New Education ideas and values being imprinted in the 
1911 English syllabus. 

THE ENGLISH TEACHER AS THE ‘TRUE STARTING 
POINT AND FOUNDATION’
In the 1911 English syllabus, the teacher is charged with 
the primary responsibility for fostering a personalist, in-
quiry-based and problem-solving approach to teaching. 
The Introduction to the 1911 Courses advises that this 
goal can be achieved by the teacher selecting

the material that … will best give them a knowledge of 
the most influential thoughts of men [sic], what will best 
stimulate their own thought, what knowledge will best 
serve the practical purposes of the type of career they are 
likely to follow (p. 7) (Emphasis added).

The Notes and Suggestions for English, addressed direct-
ly to the teacher-as-audience, further reinforce the need 
for teacher professional judgment, informed by the needs 
of their students. They shed further light on the concep-
tualisation of English, the view of the student as an active 
participant in their own development, and the teacher 
as what Green and Cormack (2008) describe as a ‘sympa-
thetic figure’ (p. 262) instantiating a Rousseau-inspired 
vision balancing authority with benevolent intentionality 
and attentive guidance through the ‘artifice and manipu-
lation of “well-regulated” liberty’ (p. 254). 

SUMMARY OF KEY FEATURES OF THE 1911 ENGLISH 
SYLLABUS
• English as a compulsory subject in the curriculum;

• literary study as the core of the syllabus;

• prescribed types of texts and a text list for each year
of the four years of secondary school;

• sustained emphasis on child-centred approaches to
teaching and learning that values student agency,
choice and growing autonomy;

• an aim and purpose that relies on discourses about
the moral, spiritual, intellectual, social, physical and
ethical development of the student; and

• the need for the teacher to ensure student enjoy-
ment, pleasure, aesthetic experience, skill develop-
ment, knowledge and understanding.

MID-CENTURY REFORMS: THE 1953 SYLLABUS
The 1911 NSW Courses of Study for High Schools and the 
secondary English syllabus within it, remained relatively 
unaltered through 15 subsequent editions. In 1953, a 
reformed secondary curriculum was developed (NSW 
Board of Secondary School Studies, 1953). Appearing 
more than 50 years after the inaugural 1911 syllabus, the 
1953 English syllabus is widely recognised as the sylla-
bus that enshrined the Newbolt conceptualisation of 
English in NSW (see Brock 1984a, 1984b, 1996). It served 
to further embed a set of ‘ideas and practices’, ‘epistemic 
assumptions’ and ‘disciplinary norms’ (Reid, 2002, p. 21) 
originating in 1911 that remained largely uncontested in 
successive syllabus documents in NSW. 

As a means of more deliberately integrating the content 
of English so that the student’s use and understanding 
of and engagement with language through reading and 
listening serve as the overarching organising principle, 
the 1953 English syllabus saw a change in structure from 
Literature and Language to:

A. Expression of Thought (speech, writing)

B. Comprehension of Thought (reading, listening)

C. Literature (reading, speaking, listening, composing)

(NSW Board of Secondary School Studies, 1953, p. 1).

The ideological commitment student-centred experien-
tial learning; engagement with literature as a vehicle for 
expanding language use, knowledge and understanding 
and thereby self-development; emotions; enjoyment; 
imagination; and expressing and comprehending their 
own and others’ thought is clearly evident in the aim and 
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rationale for this syllabus:

Preamble

Intention

The intention of this syllabus is to give pupils an expe-
rience of their language as a means of transmitting 
thought. Thought – its expression and its comprehension 
– is, therefore, the foundation of the syllabus …

Teachers will not confine themselves to the purely 
rational processes but will also deal with emotion and 
fantasy. Emotion and fantasy are the special care of the 
teacher of English. Literature, within whose province they 
come, has been made a separate section (p. 1) (Emphasis 
added).

Interestingly, the syllabus reprises the need for teachers 
to exercise professional judgment, based on the needs 
of their students. This syllabus explicitly recognises the 
diversity of both teachers and students. It unequivocally 
states that the syllabus is ‘suggestive rather than prescrip-
tive’:

[i]t is recognised that the syllabus will be used by many
teachers, each of whom is an individual, instructing
many equally individual pupils with widely different
abilities and backgrounds. Under these circumstances,
teachers should regard it as suggestive rather than pre-
scriptive, and should use it with due regard to the varying
needs of the pupils (p. 1) (Emphasis added).

All composition should arise from the needs of the 
pupil, i.e. from the kind of thought that he (sic) needs to 
express … opportunity should be provided for personal 
writing (p. 13) (Emphasis added).

The Literature component of the syllabus continues to 
highlight the crucial elements of student pleasure and en-
joyment, wide reading and the cultivation of ‘taste’:

C. Literature

1. The Objects of the Course in Literature are –

(i) To develop a liking for reading.

(ii) To widen, deepen, and sharpen the literary taste.

General Principles

The first object in teaching literature should be the cre-
ation of a liking for reading. No teaching can be held to 

be successful if it has not encouraged the pupil to read 
for himself [sic]; and if the pupil has been persuaded 
to take up a book of his [sic] own accord and read it for 
pleasure, something has been achieved.

The second object should be the widening, deepening 
and refining of literary taste. Literature is a humanising 
influence, a vicarious experience of man’s [sic] thought 
and actions (p. 18, p. 19) (Emphasis added).

Teachers are advised that ‘Literature should be interpret-
ed very liberally’ (p. 19). For the first time, this syllabus 
includes film, radio and comics. There is a section on 
the principles that should guide text selection and these 
once again underline the need for teacher judgement 
and autonomy, student ‘taste and interest’, and student 
enjoyment: 

1.Choice of books

• … the teacher should see that both imaginative and
non-imaginative literature receive fair representation.

• But other things governing the choice must be consid-
ered. The suitability of a book can only be deter-
mined by the class teachers. The taste and interests
of the pupils must be of considerable influence.

• Include Modern literature and Australian literature.

• The first aim must be to encourage reading by
making pupils realise the pleasure and satisfac-
tion they can derive from books (p. 21) (Emphasis
added).

As is the case in the 1911 syllabus, the 1953 syllabus 
pays special attention to the role of the school library in 
catering for students’ interests and ‘directing them to 
free reading’. It also carries through the 1911 approach 
to pedagogy by suggesting that: ‘[a] great deal of the 
teaching of poetry should be done through performance. 
Poetry was meant to be read aloud and it is only by 
reading aloud that pupils can experience the charm of 
poetic sound’ (p. 29). Importantly, the syllabus encourag-
es students’ active composition of, for instance, poetry 
and narratives and advises that teachers should select 
worthwhile drama ‘from all available sources – stage, 
radio, screen’ (p. 19).

The Notes and Suggestions for teachers remained as 
Commentary in this syllabus, with the syllabus content 
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on the left-hand page and the Commentary on the right-
hand page. As is the case in the 1911 English syllabus, the 
content comprises around one-third of the syllabus, with 
the Commentary being two-thirds (with a total of 35 pag-
es, compared to the seven-and-a-half pages in the 1911 
English syllabus). The established practice of prescribing 
texts for each year continued (fiction, poetry, drama, 
Shakesperean drama, and non-fiction).

REFORMS TO SECONDARY ENGLISH IN 1961/1962
The revised secondary English syllabus of 1961/1962 
(NSW Secondary Schools Board, 1961/1962) includes a 
number of changes to the structure of the content. The 
tripartite structure of the 1953 syllabus (Expression of 
Thought, Comprehension of Thought, and Literature) is 
replaced by five sections:

1. The Speaking of English.

2. Reading and Comprehension.

3. Written Expression.

4. Language.

5. Literature – (a) prose (b) poetry (c) drama.

(NSW Secondary Schools Board, 1961/1962, p. 2)

Although the structure is now broader, the syllabus notes 
that ‘for convenience, the activities of this English course, 
though intended to be integrated, are set out under sep-
arate headings … it is understood that work in the vari-
ous sections will be simultaneous and cumulative’ (p. 2) 
(Emphasis added). The other major shift in this syllabus is 
the removal of prescribed text lists for each year. Instead, 
types of texts are prescribed with the teacher responsible 
for selecting the titles within the mandatory categories. 
The change implemented in this 1961/1962 syllabus for 
junior secondary has remained in place to the present. 

The introductory comments, together with the aim and 
rationale, resonate with the now familiar discourses from 
earlier syllabus documents:

This syllabus presents a course in speaking, writing, 
reading and listening in English. Its primary intention is to 
develop in pupils, by experience in the use of language, a 
three-fold skill: the ability to express themselves in speech 
and writing; the ability to understand the speech and 
writing of others; and the ability to feel and appreciate the 

appeal of literature (p. 2).

Aim and Rationale

In its importance to the individual and society, however, 
the study of English goes far beyond the acquisition of 
mere skills in the subject. For the pupil, no other form of 
knowledge can take precedence over a knowledge in 
English … it is basic to comprehension and progress in 
all studies; it is, moreover, an important influence in the 
shaping of personality. … Civilisation is based on people’s 
awareness of human qualities, problems and values; and 
there is no better way of gaining this knowledge than 
through the reading of literature (p. 3) (Emphasis added).

Like the syllabus documents before it, the 1961/1962 syl-
labus encourages the use of the library for wide reading 
and personal interest:

1. To provide pupils with a wide and enjoyable
reading experience.

2. To foster in them a desire to read by cultivating
an awareness of the values of reading.

3. To develop their powers of comprehension and
judgment (p. 11).

It also encourages participation in drama as a means of 
‘liberating personality and of developing clear and confi-
dent expression’ (p. 36). 

These discourses about the purpose of English, stu-
dent-centred, experiential learning, and the critical role 
of the teacher’s professional judgment and agency are 
expressed even more fulsomely in the English syllabus 
that followed in 1971 (NSW Secondary Schools Board).

THE 1971 ‘GROWTH’ ENGLISH SYLLABUS
A substantial corpus of research and scholarship has 
focused on the 1971 English syllabus. Sawyer’s extensive 
contributions to this research and scholarship are partic-
ularly significant. Summing up the influences on and the 
impact of this syllabus, Sawyer states that:

[c]ommentators on the Syllabus have generally agreed
that it was: (1) a ‘revolutionary’ document, certainly within
NSW itself and (2) an institutionalised manifestation of the
‘growth model’ as then espoused especially by Dixon, Brit-
ton and others of the ‘London School’ (Brock 1984, vol. 1,
204; Homer 1973, 212; Watson 1994, 40; Davis and Watson
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1990, 159). Brock (1993, 30) has even called it ‘[t]he first 
“personal growth” model syllabus anywhere in the English 
speaking world’.

Brock sees the two dominant factors in the creation of the 
Syllabus, so soon after Dartmouth, as the expansion and 
influence of the NSW English Teachers’ Association and 
the personal commitment of the chairman of the Syllabus 
Committee, Graham Little (Brock 1984, vol. I, 204–5) (Saw-
yer, 2010, p. 288).

Breaking with tradition, the first page of this syllabus 
presents 11 quotes taken from contemporary and histor-
ical educators and a previous syllabus, with the leading 
quote being from Dixon’s Growth Through English (1967): 
‘English is the meeting point of experience, language and 
society’. These quotes signal both the new directions of 
this syllabus and an acknowledgement of the inheritance 
of a number of principles and philosophies of previous 
syllabus documents. 

The syllabus contains the ‘triangle’ as a representation 
of the integration of the parts to the whole based on the 
principles, ideas and intended practices informing the 
teaching and learning. Little himself designed the trian-
gle (Brock 1984, vol. I, p. 248). It is worth noting that this 
diagram stands as a precedent, paving the way for other 
diagrammatic representations of syllabuses to follow. 

Figure	3:	Facsimile	of	the	triangle	from	the	1971	English	
7-10	Syllabus	(Secondary	Schools	Board,	p.	7)

This	1971	syllabus	includes	Stage	and	Level	Statements	
(another	feature	carried	through	to	the	present)	and	is	
organised	according	to	a	new	layout	and	a	new	structure	
consisting	of	seven	‘contexts’:

• Language

• Literature

• Listening and Observing

• Speaking

• Reading

• Writing

• Media

Media and Listening and Observing (what we now term as 
‘viewing’) are added to the explicit ‘contexts’, thereby ele-
vating their status in the formal curriculum. The syllabus 
still contains what had previously been known as Notes 
and Suggestions, and later as Commentary, although 
the Notes for the 1971 syllabus were updated yearly. The 
syllabus itself runs to 17 pages, while the Notes total 38 
pages. 

The Introduction, like those in syllabus documents that 
preceded it, identifies the rationale, aims and purpose:

Introduction

This syllabus assumes that English for twelve to sixteen 
year-olds should be an active pursuit: a matter of pupils 
developing competence by engaging in an abundance of 
purposeful language activities, enjoyable because they 
are appropriate to needs, interests and capacities …

For this reason, all objectives of English are stated as the 
‘ability to do something’: to listen, read, speak and write 
and in doing so to interpret, discriminate, communicate, 
evaluate … to understand and use words to express 
ideas and personality and experience past and present 
culture. The competence sought is no mere utilitarian skill, 
but involves essentially human qualities of thought and 
feeling, because it is by language that we organise our 
human experience (p. 2) (Emphasis added).

The discourse here is redolent of that discernible in 
earlier syllabus documents and clearly instantiates the 
ideas and principles of the Growth model of English. The 
Introduction goes on to explicitly recognise the agentic 
role of the teacher and explicitly states that the syllabus is 
not prescriptive:

In stating the aims and objectives of English in this way, 
the syllabus does not prescribe, even by implication, 
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the details of selection and organisation of any English 
course. Within the broad framework of the syllabus, those 
responsible for course-planning are free to use their 
professional judgment to develop their own courses 
according to the needs of their pupils (p. 2) (Emphasis 
added).

To those of us accustomed to lengthy, prescriptive sylla-
bus documents, the notion of teachers being ‘free to use 
their professional judgment to develop their own courses 
according to the needs of their pupils’ (p. 2) may seem 
striking. It may also be sobering to reflect on the dramatic 
shifts in the conceptualisation of, assumptions about and 
professional regard for the teacher that have occurred 
since this syllabus was released 50 years ago.  

Just as the 1961/1962 syllabus insisted that the compo-
nent sections of the syllabus should be integrated, the 
1971 syllabus emphasises ‘the integration of the various 
facets of English’ (p. 3). Once again, this principle of 
integration of the parts to the whole has continued to the 
present. 

The main objective for Reading is the ‘enjoyment of read-
ing’, the use of the library, and the critical role of choice in 
the selection of reading material:

the choice of appropriate texts is crucial … it is not nec-
essary for the fulfilment of the syllabus objectives that 
all pupils read the same texts … English should be very 
closely integrated with the work of the school library … 
full opportunity should be given to exploratory reading 
by pupils and the sharing of their responses to reading 
experiences.

Above all, it is the pupil’s own responses to literature 
that is to be nurtured (Notes, p. 1) (Emphasis added).

Although the ‘context’ of Literature appears to be on 
equal footing with the other six contexts, the syllabus 
states that ‘of all the “contexts” of English, none is more 
important than literature. For the purposes of the syl-
labus, the term includes pupils’ own writing’ (Notes, 
p. 1) (Emphasis added). While the conceptualisation of
the subject still relies on the presence of Literature (as it
has since 1911), for the first time students’ own writing
is formally recognised as part of the Literature continu-
um.  This principle is further evidence of the influence of
Growth on this syllabus.

The syllabus continues to mandate the types of texts to 

be included:

Figure	4:	Facsimile	of	the	1971	syllabus	[NSW	Secondary	
Board,	p.13]

SUMMARY 
The	preceding	discussion,	albeit	partial	and	at	times	
over-simplified	is	intended	to	offer	some	insights	into	the	
providence	of	secondary	English	in	NSW	and	to	highlight	
certain	features	of	syllabus	documents	since	1911	that	
provide	evidence	of	continuities	and	shifts	in	the	dis-
courses,	ideas,	practices	and	‘disciplinary	norms’	(Reid,	
2002,	p.	15)	shaping	the	identity	of	English.	

By	briefly	sampling	aspects	of	key	syllabus	documents	
from	1911	to	1971²	,	it	is	possible	to	glimpse	‘certain	
continuities	that	link	English	curriculum	discourses	and	
practices	with	previous	discourses	and	practices’	(Reid,	
2003,	p.	100).	When	we	read	the	Aim	and	Rationale	of	the	
current	syllabus	(2022),	for	example,	the	resonances	with	
past	discourses	are	immediately	apparent:

The aim of English in Years K–10 is to enable students to 
understand and use language effectively. Students learn 
to appreciate, reflect on and enjoy language, and make 
meaning in ways that are imaginative, creative, inter-
pretive, critical and powerful.

Rationale

Language and text shape our understanding of our-
selves and our world. This allows us to relate with 
others, and contributes to our intellectual, social and 
emotional development. In English K–10, students study 
language in its various textual forms, which develop in 
complexity, to understand how meaning is shaped, con-
veyed, interpreted, and reflected.
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By exploring historic and contemporary texts, repre-
sentative of a range of cultural and social perspectives, 
students broaden their experiences and become em-
powered to express their identities, personal values 
and ethics. 

The development of these interconnected skills and 
understandings supports students to become confident 
communicators, critical and imaginative thinkers, and 
informed and active participants in society (NESA, 2022) 
(Emphasis added). 

Obviously, our context in 2024 is profoundly different 
to the contexts that produced previous syllabus docu-
ments. We now contend with a big data driven approach 
to education manifesting the ideology of performativity, 
with vastly increased regulation, surveillance, compliance 
demands and government and bureaucratic intervention. 
We are also living with ubiquitous forms of technology 
that did not exist for most of the twentieth century. 

To conclude, I want to summarise the discussion by 
drawing attention to what has shifted and what has en-
dured since the Courses of Study for High Schools in 1911. 
The summary is by no means intended to be a compre-
hensive representation of syllabus documents over the 
past 113 years. 

WHAT HAS SHIFTED SINCE 1911?
One of the most significant shifts since 1911 is the posi-
tioning of the teacher in syllabus document. Most of the 
syllabus documents from the twentieth century implicitly 
or explicitly recognise and even celebrate the central role 
of the teacher.  Many are written with a teacher audience 
in mind. Shifts have occurred in the assumptions about 
the role of the teacher, especially in terms of teacher 
professional judgement. From the late twentieth century, 
there is a steady dilution of discourses that recognise 
teacher autonomy and agency. It is notable that the 
teacher as a palpable presence in the syllabus becomes 
incrementally marginalised and erased from the dis-
course of syllabus documents of the twenty-first century. 
By contrast, the student occupies a significant place in 
current syllabus documents, that now recognise and 
address students’ language and other backgrounds. 

The structure and a number of organisational features of 
the syllabus have shifted. For example, from the structure 
of Literature and Language in 1911 successive syllabuses 

have aimed for a greater integration of the literature and 
language components of the subject with a widening of 
content cohering around the principles of student-cen-
tred learning and development. Since the mid-twentieth 
century, there has been a broadening of types of texts for 
study to include media, multimedia and digital texts and 
the incorporation of the modes of listening, viewing and 
representing. Importantly, the syllabus documents since 
the mid-1900s have recommended the inclusion of ‘mod-
ern and Australian’ texts, in contrast to early versions of 
the syllabus that prescribe text lists dominated by British 
canonical literature. 

The content in syllabus documents is now organised 
in terms of outcomes and since 1971, they have also 
included Stage Statements and provision for students 
from diverse language backgrounds and with special 
needs. The degree of prescription has not only shifted but 
also intensified. Current syllabus documents are heavily 
prescriptive in terms of outcomes, content, types of texts, 
assessment, and reporting, reflecting the erosion of trust 
in teacher professional judgement, increasing govern-
ment intervention, and the standardisation movement. 
Since 1911, English syllabus and support documents 
have exponentially ballooned in volume. Until the late 
twentieth century, standardisation, external testing (7-10) 
and matters of compliance and surveillance along with 
performativity measures for teachers did not figure as 
prominently as they do today. The external examination 
for the School Certificate at the end of Year 10, however, 
was phased out after 2011. 

All syllabuses for secondary education are contained in 
one document from 1911 to the mid-1900s when subjects 
become siloed in separate syllabuses. Hard copies of 
syllabus documents have been provided for all teachers 
until the 2022 syllabus. Syllabus and support documents 
are now online and fragmented. It is up to the teacher to 
print a hard copy of one or more sections, not only add-
ing to teachers’ workload but also potentially undermin-
ing the principle of integration and a holistic perspective 
on the syllabus. 

WHAT HAS ENDURED FROM 1911 TO THE PRESENT?
The continuities in junior secondary English from 1911 
through to the present are substantial and include, for 
example:
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• a student-centred philosophy and set of beliefs
about the affordances of English in the curriculum
that emphasise the development of students’ skills,
knowledge and understanding through increasingly
competent and confident language in use;

• a focus on English as a vehicle for promoting iden-
tity-formation, citizenship, aesthetic appreciation
(formerly referred to as ‘taste’), and self-dependence
and autonomy;

• Literature (texts) and language as the core with man-
dated types of texts – fiction, poetry, drama, non-fic-
tion, Shakesperean Drama (until 1953), media (since
1971);

• reading and wide reading for pleasure and enjoy-
ment, and until recently, attention to the crucial
function of the school library;

• personal response to reading/texts and writing from
personal experience;

• learning as an active pursuit through ‘making and
doing’;

• attention to the centrality of thought, feeling, imagi-
nation and creativity; and

• an introduction, rationale, aims, content, and pre-
scribed content.

Importantly, the modes of reading and writing in English 
are still privileged as they have been in syllabus docu-
ments for more than a century. Similarly, from 1911 to 
the present, syllabus development in NSW has continued 
according to a top-down model, closely managed by 
arms and agencies of government.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The quest to ‘understand certain continuities that link 
English curriculum discourses and practices with previ-
ous discourses and practices’ (Reid, 2003, p. 100) is partic-
ularly urgent in our current context as English teachers. 
As Doecke (2017) argues, when ‘[c]onfronted by a neo-
liberal culture that is characterised by a loss of historical 
memory, we need to posit a history in which we might 
locate our ongoing practice as English teachers’ (p. 236). 
The pursuit of historical knowledge and understanding 
is not merely an ‘antiquarian pursuit’ (Reid, 2003, p. 100): 
rather, it offers us another potent source of collective 

disciplinary wisdom and professional agency. 

ENDNOTES
1. For a more detailed understanding of the subject’s

lineage, I encourage you to explore the additional
material highlighted in the references.

2. Reforms have certainly occurred since 1971, but for
the purposes of this discussion these have not been
included.
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