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 Introduction

Australian history education has been a topic of significant contest and con-
troversy in recent years, generating heated debate over both content and 
methodology. Until the late 1980s, this was largely a professional discussion 
conducted by teachers, curriculum designers and academics, and it focused 
on questions of delivery: Should history be taught as a discrete discipline or 
within an integrated approach such as social studies? To what extent should 
history curricula in Australia be mandated? And how do we stop declining 
enrolments in the subject?

In recent years, however, these professional pedagogical concerns have been 
increasingly complicated by a public and political debate over the national 
narrative. School history has been a critical area of these ‘history wars’, gener-
ating an often ferocious and polarised discussion over the subject. Consequently, 
pedagogical questions of how to teach history in schools have been joined by 
a very public contest over what to teach.

 Context and Background

History teachers, academics and curriculum officials have long engaged in 
passionate debates about the subject in Australia. The move to reposition his-
tory as a stand-alone discipline in recent years has generated significant dis-
cussion—just as the push to integrate the subject into social studies did a 
generation previously. Teachers have also been pressured to prove the ‘rele-
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vance’ of history compared with popular subjects such as psychology and 
business studies. This professional historical discourse has engaged with ques-
tions of historical practice, relevance and pedagogy and has, for the most part, 
been conducted in history teaching journals and at conferences and curricu-
lum development meetings around the country.1

Meanwhile, a very public and anxious debate over Australia’s past has been 
mounting. In the 1960s and 1970s, shifting historical interpretations chal-
lenged traditional narratives of Australia and its colonial history in particular. 
The British settlement was increasingly critiqued from Indigenous perspec-
tives, and the social histories of women, migrants and workers also challenged 
the nation-building narratives of conventional Australian history. But this 
inclusion did not go unopposed. Some felt it was too progressive; that this 
retelling of the national story had come at the expense of the ‘Australian 
Achievement’.2

By 1988, the year of Australia’s bicentenary, these two narratives—of the 
Australian Achievement and its revisionist critique—were dominating public 
debate about the past. Politicians took sides too. The conservative side of poli-
tics tended to reject revisionist histories for being too critical and too apolo-
getic. The Labor Party pushed for reconciliation with Indigenous people and 
an official apology for the forced removal and institutionalisation of Indigenous 
children (the Stolen Generations) during the twentieth century. This debate 
was prominent in the media and in politics, and it was fought over museum 
exhibits, national commemorations and history syllabuses. In particular, the 
use of the word ‘invasion’ in curriculum documents and history texts to 
describe British colonisation was a potent catalyst for historical debate.3

Increasingly, these parallel debates—of history methods, on the one hand, 
and the history wars, on the other hand—intersected. Public contest over 
content became infused with concern over pedagogy. Likewise, professional 
discussion about the discipline became inseparable from the public debates 
over the past that were prominent in the media and in politics.

These historical discourses of methodology and content came to a head in 
the most recent push to develop a national curriculum. On the eve of Australia 
Day in 2006, the conservative Prime Minister John Howard gave a speech 
that outlined his desire for a greater understanding and appreciation of 
Australian history and culture. Howard’s speech responded to growing public 
anxiety about national knowledge among young people, as well as questions 
of social cohesion following worrying race riots in the Sydney suburb of 
Cronulla the previous month. The prime minister called for a ‘root and branch 
renewal’ of the subject in schools, and his plea became a catalyst for a consum-
ing public debate over Australian history education.4
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Howard’s speech was taken up by a number of conservative public com-
mentators and politicians concerned about the state of the subject in schools. 
For many of these opinion makers, history had become too progressive and 
too politically correct. National knowledge had declined among young peo-
ple; the history curriculum had become fragmented across Australia’s states 
and territories. Consequently, they worried, national identity and belonging 
were themselves under threat. As the educationist Kevin Donnelly asked: 
‘Was John Howard correct this week? Has the teaching of history fallen victim 
to a politically correct, New Age approach to curriculum, and are students 
receiving a fragmented understanding of the past? The evidence suggests 
“yes”’.5 In another article for The Australian, Janet Albrechtsen was just as 
unequivocal: ‘there is much work to be done in undoing the progressive cur-
riculum foisted on Australian schoolchildren’.6

Many teachers and historians were more wary: while agreeing with the 
prime minister’s call for renewal of the subject, they insisted any new approach 
should not be at the expense of the subject’s complexity or its potential to 
foster critical thinking. Speaking on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s 
‘7.30 Report’, the historian Stuart Macintyre acknowledged the need for a 
stronger national history curriculum, so long as that was not at the expense of 
critical engagement in the classroom: ‘I think we would all agree that we need 
to do more to restore history, but we need to make sure that that is open to 
diverse viewpoints and that it is not simply an exercise in indoctrination’.7 
Annabel Astbury, the professional services manager at the History Teachers’ 
Association of Victoria, hoped that history’s complexity would not be over-
looked during the summit. ‘It is only through teaching the celebrated with the 
uncelebrated that the values of tolerance, empathy and compassion emerge’, 
she insisted. ‘A history class free from question and repudiation therefore does 
not augur well in producing “good citizens”’.8

In these two responses, the parallel concerns of content and method are 
apparent. And the debate about the national curriculum shows how those 
political and pedagogical interests in history education came together in the 
Australian context. On the one hand, there was a largely conservative call for 
what could be called national literacy, where all Australians know their nation’s 
history, understand its values and display national pride appropriately. On the 
other was the professional debate, calling for a very different sort of ‘literacy’ 
from the emphasis on national knowledge heard in the anxious public debates 
about the state of history education in Australia. Here was a call for ‘historical 
literacy’: a view of the subject that acknowledges the importance of knowing 
the nation’s story, as well as learning historical skills, reconciling different per-
spectives and developing students’ own judgements and ideas about the past.9
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These two distinct discourses have continued to shape the public debate 
over Australian history teaching. A few months after Howard’s Australia Day 
speech, the then federal Minister for Education, Julie Bishop, announced a 
national history summit, comprising eminent historians and public commen-
tators from around the country, to develop a new approach to teaching the 
nation’s past. ‘The time has come for a renaissance in the teaching of Australian 
history in our schools’, she insisted. ‘By the time students finish their second-
ary schooling, they must have a thorough understanding of their nation’s 
past’.10

The summit was a microcosm for the wider debate: it highlighted the 
politicised contest over national memory as well as the professional concerns 
of historical integrity and teachability—whatever the government produced 
would be worthless if it could not be taught well. After a series of drafts and 
reviews, the Howard Government went to the 2007 election with a proposed 
national curriculum and a determination to ‘restore a proper narrative and a 
proper understanding of Australian history’.11 Despite losing office, John 
Howard’s desire for a national curriculum that included history was endorsed 
by the incoming Labor government. And, following its election in 2007, suc-
cessive Labor prime ministers supported the Australian Curriculum and 
Assessment Reporting Authority (ACARA) to develop a national history 
curriculum.

Those Labor governments did not escape criticism over history teaching, 
however. Concern came from a number of conservative politicians who 
argued that the curriculum draft was too progressive in its focus on Indigenous, 
environmental and Asian perspectives. And soon after the Labor Party lost 
power in 2013, the newly elected Education Minister, Christopher Pyne, 
announced a review of the national curriculum to be led by educationists Ken 
Wiltshire and Kevin Donnelly, which was released in 2014.12 Meanwhile, 
teachers continued to express concern that the national curriculum was too 
content heavy and that its pedagogical approach might turn students off the 
subject. And so the parallel debates continue.13

The Australian history wars have been fought over museum exhibits, his-
tory texts and national commemorations, and reveal just how politically frac-
tured collective national memory can be. School history is no exception; as a 
critical site of the history wars, it demonstrates the politicisation of curricu-
lum development, the tense deliberations over content—in particular 
Indigenous history—and the conflicting beliefs over what young Australians 
should know about their nation’s past. But this is not simply a contest over the 
national narrative, for the school history wars have been compounded by pas-
sionate pedagogical debates over the state of the subject and the practice of 
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history teaching. These twin concerns of content and method continue to 
drive discussion over history education in Australia.

 Documentation

The politics of public memory have been fiercely debated in Australia, and a 
number of important works catalogue this heated contest over the past. Keith 
Windschuttle’s claims that academic bias, rather than colonial violence, con-
tributed to the number of Indigenous victims on Australia’s frontier sparked 
the most recent round of the history wars.14 Robert Manne’s edited collection 
Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of Aboriginal History15 and 
Bain Attwood’s Telling the Truth about Aboriginal History16 responded criti-
cally to Windschuttle’s assertions. The History Wars by Stuart Macintyre and 
Anna Clark also examined these debates and attracted significant public dis-
cussion.17 Meanwhile, Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton’s recent study of his-
tory in contemporary Australia provides an overview of these debates in 
curricula, museums, heritage and public commemorations.18

The methodological concerns of Australian history teaching are also well 
documented.19 In 1998, the historian Alan Ryan published an article in the 
Bulletin of the Australian Historical Association titled ‘Developing a Strategy 
to “Save” History’, which lamented the decline of the subject in Australian 
schools.20 Ryan’s concern was confirmed by research conducted in the 1990s, 
such as the survey results published in the Civics Expert Group’s report 
Whereas the people … civics and citizenship education,21 which revealed worry-
ingly low levels of national historical knowledge among Australian schoolchil-
dren. While many agreed with Ryan that something drastic had to be done, 
others defended the subject in schools. In the following two issues of the 
Bulletin, teachers, historians and educationists responded to Ryan’s original 
article, and they provided a lively professional forum about the status of his-
tory teaching in Australia that is worth revisiting.22

So there has been a real struggle—both political and pedagogical—over the 
way Australian history should be taught in schools. Alan Barcan’s lengthy 
piece, ‘History in Decay’, was published in Quadrant magazine in 1999,23 and 
insisted that a retreat from traditional history was irrevocably damaging the 
subject in schools.24 More recently, Kevin Donnelly’s work has also galvanised 
conservative opinion against progressive forms of history education. His 
books, Why Our Schools are Failing and Dumbing Down,25 as well as many 
newspaper columns, argue for a return to traditional, content-oriented curri-
cula and teaching practices. In response, Anna Clark’s qualitative study, 

 Australia 



86

History’s Children: History Wars in the Classroom, shows that while students 
and teachers do think Australian history is important, they also insist that it 
can be critically engaging.26

 Conclusion

Schools have been a critical site of the history wars in Australia, generating 
significant debate over the representation of the ‘Australian story’ in its sylla-
buses. Around the country, contest over national memory signals an ongoing 
anxiety about Australia’s national narrative. Then there’s the question of how 
it should be told, for history teaching is also an explicitly pedagogical concern: 
How should history be taught in schools? How do students learn it best? And 
how can we bring the nation’s past into the classroom? These parallel profes-
sional and public debates have come together with the national curriculum in 
recent years as Australians have debated how their national story should be 
taught in schools.
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