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The future Hopes of this Colony depends upon the rising 
Generation… Little can be expected from the Convicts 
who are grown old in vice, but much may be done for their 
Children under proper Instructions.
Rev Samuel Marsden to the Bishop of London 
11 March 1821
Australian Aboriginals and education 
Aboriginal education had a less formal style than modern 
Australian education. It’s aim was to, “transmit the living 
culture to each succeeding generation.”1 The Aboriginal 
people had not invented a system of writing, but this did 
not mean that their curriculum was any less comprehen-
sive than a that of a student in the 21st century. Aboriginal 
children were expected to learn four key things: knowledge 
of their social system and obligations, a factual knowledge 
of their natural surroundings (including both flora and 
fauna), develop skills for a vocation and a sound knowledge 
of the laws of their people.
Although much of the educating was performed by well- 
known and trusted adults, peer learning was also considered 
a key aspect to learning. Children were strongly encouraged 
to learn through experience and given smaller replicas of 
adult tools as soon as they could hold them, so as to gain 
knowledge and experience of these important objects. The 
education of females was given no less prominence than 
the education of males, although the sexes were educated 
in different skills according to their expected roles in their 
society.
The education system of the Aboriginal people strongly 
reflected their societal values and heritage.2

Education in the penal colony
There were 36 children aboard the First Fleet (17 children 
of convicts and 19 children of Marines and government 
officers) and by 1792 two schools had opened in New 
South Wales, wholly supported by the government. This 
delay was caused largely by the British prejudice against 
spending public money on the education of children. 
The British government felt that if the need for schooling 
arose the Church of England would see to the education of 
the colony’s children. However, Governor Phillip saw the 
virtue in education as a way to produce good citizens and 
declared that the first priority of education in the colony 
would be social discipline. The children were to be educated 
in the social and religious matters thought to be suitable for 
children of the English lower classes.
The method of instruction involved children sitting at 
individual desks, facing the front of the classroom. The 
children were not graded by age or ability, but all worked 
together in the one classroom. The teacher would instruct 
each child individually while the other children completed 
their own work. Each child would get no more than three 

A history of education in Australia
By Liz Parnell

or four sessions of no more than ten minutes with the 
teacher. Originally, examination of pupils and inspection 
of schools was conducted by the governor and then later 
by clergymen, under the archdeacon (of the Church of 
England).
By the early 1800s the terms “public schoolmaster” and 
“public school” had become part of the colony’s vocabulary. 
Unlike Mother England, in which public schooling meant 
elite schools for fee-paying boarders, the public schooling 
in the colony was a day school for children of the lower 
classes and the school master often an ex-convict.
The Church Act of 1836 seemed to regularise government 
aid of Church of England schools. Due to the diverse beliefs 
of the convicts and colonists, many not wanting to educate 
the children under the philosophies of a different church, 
four different systems of schooling emerged: Anglican, 
Roman Catholic, Methodist and Presbyterian.
British law continued to shape education policy in Australia, 
although it took a turn for the better in 1842 with the Act for 
the Government of New South Wales. This allowed the colony 
to pursue education for social citizenship, useful (or com-
mercial) skills and countering crime in the colony. However, 
the population of school-aged children was growing too 
rapidly for the four systems to provide efficient schooling 
without further sources of funding. In 1848 the National 
Board of Education and the Denominational Schools Board 
were set up to allocate government funds to the national 
(state) schools and the church schools, respectively.
The gold rushes of the 1850s were accompanied by popu-
lation growth, greater prosperity, self-government of the 
colony and the expansion of skilled workers, however 
family life was often unsettled, school attendance was 
irregular and schools themselves in conflict. The 1860s 
saw a greater stability in the society and the family emerge 
alongside an improved education system marked by the 
opening of universities in Sydney and Melbourne. The two 
boards for distributing funds were abandoned in favour of 
unified control.
The first public examinations were established in 1867 at 
Sydney University and Melbourne University, first catering 
only to boys in the densely populated areas of the colonies, 
later also including rural students, girls, and youths of 
neighbouring colonies.
The Eastern colonies pioneered educational reforms in 
the period 1872–1885, setting out to achieve universal 
literacy, under the slogan of “free, compulsory and secular”, 
although interpretation and implementation of this varied. 
Education was made compulsory first in Victoria in 
1872, then Queensland (1875), New South Wales (1880), 
Tasmania (1893) and Western Australia (1893). Victoria 
introduced free, compulsory elementary education which 
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excluded religion, although in some areas it was taught 
outside of school hours. New South Wales, Tasmania and 
Western Australia included non-denominational religious 
instruction in their educational programs.
State aid was withdrawn from denominational schools 
during the depression period of 1891–94, resulting in a 
drop in number of Church of England and Protestant 
primary schools, with the Protestants concentrated on 
their secondary schools and colleges. The Roman Catholic 
church filled the vacuum of primary schooling, relying 
on the dedicated nuns and brothers of convent schools 
to provide inexpensive labour. This focus was assisted 
by the relative unimportance of secondary education in 
colonial Australia, particularly amongst Catholic families. 
The depression of the 1890s (affecting all colonies except 
Western Australia) saw teachers’ wages cut, teacher training 
minimised and the building of new schools limited.3,4,5, 6

Education in a federated Australia
The first decade of the twentieth century was marked by a 
push for educational reform. By 1908, primary school fees 
had been dropped in all states and literature, history and 
social education given a more prominent place in the cur-
riculum. Lessons began to be organised following formal 
steps. Teachers were instructed in teachers colleges prior 
to commencing teaching so that the teaching was done 
by trained teachers. The testing was now done by inspec-
tors and teachers were paid according to the results their 
students achieved.
By 1914 the liberal humanist philosophy had gained 
momentum and a federated Australia realised that more 
than universal literacy was required to develop good 
citizens. Moral objectives were again given more emphasis 
and an Australian patriotism emerged, replacing imperial 
patriotism. Vocational education increased with the devel-
opment of a more sophisticated economy. However, little 
education was required for a person to “get by” in the 
world, and ceasing schooling at the minimum leaving age 
of fourteen represented, for many, the sum total of their 
educational aspirations.7,8

Australian education and WWI
Australia’s entry into World War I produced immediate 
changes. Up to half of the male teachers in some states vol-
unteered for military service, causing an immediate staffing 
shortage and allowing women to take senior classes previ-
ously taken by men. Patriotism heavily influenced history 
and geography lessons and many schools were involved in 
collecting articles for soldiers on the front or assisted with 
the Red Cross.
As the war continued into the later 1910s economic and 
social conditions declined. Schools began to run out of 
paper and books. Teachers salaries were reduced and, in 
some situations, temporarily cut. The maltreatment of 
teachers in this period lead to the establishment of strong 
teachers’ associations after the war.

Rules for Teachers — 1872
1. Teachers each day will fill lamps, trim the wicks and 

clean chimneys.
2. Each morning teacher will bring a bucket of water and 

a scuttle of coal for the day’s session.
3. Make your pens carefully. You may whittle nibs to the 

individual taste of the pupils.
4. Men teachers may take one evening each week for 

courting purposes, or two evenings a week if they 
attend church regularly.

5. After ten hours in school, the teachers may spend the 
remaining time reading the Bible or any other good 
books.

6. Women teachers who marry or engage in unseemly 
conduct will be dismissed.

7. Every teacher should lay aside from each pay a goodly 
sum of his earnings for his benefit during his declining 
years so that he will not be a burden on society.

8. Any teacher who smokes, used liquor in any form, 
frequents pool or public halls, or gets shaved in a 
barber shop will give good reason to suspect his 
worth, intention, integrity and honesty.

9. The teacher who performs his labour faithfully and 
without fault for five years will be given an increase of 
twenty-five pence per week in his pay, providing the 
Board of Education approves.

South Australian Department of Education

The war also lead to the Commonwealth of Australia’s 
temporary involvement in education. The Department 
of Repatriation organised vocational training for soldiers 
who had either missed out on their training, due to involve-
ment in the war, or soldiers who could no longer carry out 
their previous careers. From 1919–1920 approximately ten 
percent of all tertiary students were ex-soldiers.
Post-war the syllabi were revised to include studies of 
countries other than Australia and Britain. As the indus-
trialisation of the nation rapidly increased, interest in 
technical subjects grew. In the 1920’s and 1930’s the dif-
ferences between the education systems of the states also 
became more pronounced.9

1930s to now: education in NSW
The post-war depression had a devestating effect on 
education in Australia. In NSW teacher salaries were cut 
by twenty percent. Aspiring teachers had their training 
delayed and current teachers deployed in areas outside 
their training to avoid having to employ new teachers. The 
birthrate dropped, as did school enrollments and attend-
ance. The economic situation, along with the educational 
climate, did not improve until after the Second World War.
The post WWII period saw many reforms in the education 
system. In 1940 NSW became the first state to raise their 
minimum leaving age, from 14 to15. Tuition fees were 
dropped and secondary school enrollments increased. 
Curriculum change had been virtually non-exisitant for over 
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Rules for women teachers 
1915

1. You will not marry during the term of contract.

2. You are not to keep company of men.

3. You must be home between the hours of 8pm and 
6am unless attending a school function.

4. You may not travel beyond the city limits without the 
permission of the Chairman of the Board.

5. You may not ride in a carriage or automobile with any 
man unless he is your father or brother.

6. You may not smoke cigarettes.

7. You may not dress in bright colours.

8. You may not, under any circumstances, dye your hair.

9. You must wear at least two petticoats and your dresses 
must not be any shorter than two inches above the 
ankle.

10. To keep the schoolroom clean, you must sweep the 
floor at least once daily, scrub the floor with hot soapy 
water at least once a week, clean the blackboard once 
a day and start the fire at 7am so that the room is warm 
when the children arrive.

The Port of Yamba Historical Society Inc, PO Box 100, Yamba NSW, 
2464

twenty years, owing to national focus on the wars and the 
depression, so the prosperous 1940s encouraged revision of 
the primary school curriculum. The changes lessened the 
intensity of early schooling, moving more rigorous skills 
to the later grades where students were thought to be more 
apt to grasp them. For example, in NSW cursive writing 
was moved from second year of infants school to third year 
of primary school, compulsory spelling lists were elimi-
nated and the required arithmetic standard was lowered. 
Significant growth was also seen in the areas of preschool 
and day care, technical education and adult education.
With the resurgance of enrolments in primary schools 
there was a shortage of trained primary school teachers 
in NSW. As a result four teachers’ colleges opened in the 
period 1946–1951. The 1952 revision of the primary school 
syllabus saw English and arithmetic further reduced in 
favour of artistic and sporting pursuits. This was reversed 
in part in 1959 following a national reaction against pro-
gressive schooling. 
While the other states showed 
significant change in edu-
cational climate in the late 
sixties and early seventies, 
NSW stayed remarkably 
stable. The one significant 
change was the reintroduc-
tion of external leaving 
examinations at the end of 
Form IV and Form VI. The 
1960s also saw a considerable 
improvement in provisions 
for schools, particularly state 
schools. Schools for chidren 
with disabilities were created 
and funding increased. 
Enrolments in Catholic 
schools dropped in this 
period due to significantly 
larger class sizes, although 
improvements were being 
made. 
The world of the eighties 
and nineties changed dra-
matically to that of the 
fifties, sixties and seventies. 
Administrative concerns 
provided much of the impetus for change. Technology 
has become much more integral in our daily lives. We 
now have the Internet, EFTPOS and even debit cards that 
were non- existant only a few decades ago. Along with the 
changes in our world have come changes in the curriculum. 
Technology unheard of twenty years ago — or sometimes 
even ten — is being taught in the classroom. Subjects 
traditionally taught by parents at home, such as good citi-
zenship, sex education, drug and alcohol awareness, dietary 
requirements and personal hygiene, are now being taught 

by classroom teachers. “Schools are being called upon to 
find the remedies for many of society’s ills.”10 Expectations 
of teachers are at an all time high while morale and public 
opinion of teachers is low.
The “noughties” has been dominated by discussion over 
the correct focus for education, including a reversion to 
standardised testing. As at the time of printing, students 
commencing in Kindergarten this year would face a 
minimum of nine standardised tests. Schools are under-
resourced to cope with the demands of these tests. Public 
education in NSW seems to be in crisis. Experienced 
teachers are leaving the profession due to large class sizes, 
difficult pupils, gross underresourcing, and an overcrowded 
curriculum. The same factors are driving potential recruits 
away from becoming teachers. The future of the teaching 
profession and public education relies on the legislative and 
curriculum changes that face NSW in the coming years. 
Where they will take us is anyone’s guess.11,12,13,14,15,16,17
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