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The Ambitions of the NSW Curriculum Review 

In May 2018, the NSW Premier, Gladys Berejiklian, and the Minister for Education, Rob 

Stokes, announced a review of the NSW curriculum to ensure that it equips students to 

contribute to Australian society into the 21st century (NSW Education Standards Authority, 

2018a). The Minister hailed the Review has as “the first comprehensive shake-up of the 

Kindergarten to Year 12 curriculum since 1989” (NSW Education Standards Authority, 2018b). 

The Review is being conducted by the NSW Educational Standards Authority and is led by 

Professor Geoff Masters, CEO of the Australian Council for Educational Research. 

Professor Masters stressed that the Review will not just be "a matter of tweaking what we 

currently have but a major redesign of NSW education. We need to be thinking about what the 

curriculum should look like for the future, we need to be ambitious and visionary" (Singhal, 

2018). 

An understanding of the curriculum journey travelled since the last major overhaul in 1989 has 

much to offer these current efforts.  How did reformers in that era grapple with the issues today 

confronting the NSW Curriculum Review? That is the question this paper endeavours to 

answer. Space does not permit a detailed and systematic account of the growth of the school 

curriculum in NSW, nor is there any real benefit in setting forth at length historical material 

which is neither unfamiliar nor inaccessible.1 Similarly, although curriculum in NSW has never 

been isolated from debates elsewhere in Australia and beyond, these discussions also are 

already well canvassed elsewhere.2 The aim here is not to present a plan, or even a series of 

certainties, but to employ historical methodology to provide an accurate statement of the 

challenges faced by the NSW Curriculum Review. 

Five reforms are scrutinised in this paper. The first is the curriculum revisions following the 

reviews launched by Terry Metherell, the NSW Minister for Education and Youth Affairs from 

1998 to 1990. The second is the changes flowing from the Eltis Report of 1995 (Review of 

Outcomes et al.,1995). The third is the modifications arising from the McGaw Report of 1997 

(NSW Office of the Minister et al., 1997). The fourth is the implementation by NSW of the 2015 

Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2015), and the fifth is the raising of the NSW school leaving 

age in 2010 and its impact on the curriculum.  

Drawing on historical and policy analyses and interviews with key actors, this paper concludes 

that reform has been shaped by NSW’s own distinctive curriculum style. This style has three 

principal characteristics: an emphasis on the centrality of academic knowledge; an insistence 

on rigour and competitive assessment; and a preference at the secondary level for 

conventional subject matter disciplines rather than an integrated or "interdisciplinary" 

curriculum.3  

The Review faces many challenges. Issues prominent in its Terms of Reference include: 

enhancing educational equity, the role of standards-referenced assessment, decluttering of the 

curriculum, the transition from secondary school to employment or further study, the role of 

general capabilities, and the implementation of a national curriculum (NSW Education 

Standards Authority, 2018c).  

Professor Masters gave an insight into the direction of the Review when he described it as an 

                                                

1 See for example, Yates et al., (2011a), and Hughes with Brock, (2008).    
2 See Yates et al., (2011a).   
3 These characteristics are derived from Vickers (2011).  
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opportunity to demonstrate how the national reform agenda can be successfully modified to the 

specific needs and context of the high-performing NSW education system (NESA, 2018b). 

The Education Minister Rob Stokes highlighted the problem of a crowded curriculum and saw 

this as a once-in-a-generation chance “to examine, declutter, and improve the NSW curriculum 

to make it simpler to understand and to teach" (NESA, 2018b). 

The Review will have regard to the 2016 Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational 

Standards (BOSTES) Review,4 particularly in relation to the crowded curriculum. The 2016 

BOSTES Review Panel praised the “cautious and collaborative approach” that long had been 

taken in NSW to syllabus development and which had “stood New South Wales in good stead”. 

It declared that teachers were exasperated by an over-crowded, too detailed curriculum. The 

Panel noted that in 2016 there was still no timeframe for the full incorporation of the Australian 

Curriculum and recommended a more streamlined approach to integrating the national 

curriculum (Louden, Paul, & Lambert, 2016, p 39). 

Professor Masters questioned why we group students by age and develop a curriculum for age 

groups. He floated the alternative of a "stage not age" approach, whereby the curriculum is 

based on the stage that individuals have reached in their learning and measures each 

student’s personal improvement.5 This would allow students to learn at their own pace and 

revisit areas of the curriculum that may have been missed or not previously grasped, and by 

this means provide “a more seamless and more continuous approach for student learning” 

(Singhal, 2018). 

Another challenge is the implementation in NSW of the national curriculum. The Review will 

examine key national policy developments, particularly the recommendations of the 2018 

report by Gonski et al, Through Growth to Achievement (Department of Education and 

Training, 2018), also known as the Gonski 2.0 report. This included a call for an increased 

emphasis on "skills", such as collaboration, creativity and innovation. These so called “soft 

skills” or “21st century skills” are usually referred to as “general capabilities” in curriculum 

documents. 

The Minister made clear when announcing the Review that the broad reform directions 

identified in the Gonski 2.0 report needed to be realised in NSW in a way which, rather than 

competing with the national reform agenda, appropriately complemented it by adapting it to the 

context in NSW (de Carvalho, 2018). 

Gonski 2.0 also favoured a curriculum that moved beyond age or year-based expectations 

(Department of Education and Training, 2018, p 33). It set a target of a year of growth for every 

student year and called for a model based on measuring “growth”: the improvement each 

individual student made along a defined “learning progression”. The curriculum, it argued, 

should “equip every child to be a creative, connected and engaged learner in a rapidly 

changing world.” (Department of Education and Training, 2018, p x) Gonski 2.0 recommended 

the introduction of learning progressions to raise the status of such general capabilities within 

the curriculum (Department of Education and Training, 2018, p 13).  

It lamented that senior secondary education had changed so little in recent history. Ranking 

and the academic disciplines were still paramount and senior secondary remained geared 

                                                

4 The Board of Studies, Teaching and Education Standards (BOSTES) commenced operation in January 2014 and brought 
together the functions previously provided by the Board of Studies NSW, and the NSW Institute of Teachers. The NSW Education 
Standards Authority (NESA) replaced BOSTES in January 2017. 
5 See also, Masters (2013). 
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towards university entrance. This focus on academic disciplines had inhibited a development of 

broader educational outcomes. Although an expanding senior secondary cohort in recent times 

had prompted an increase in vocational offerings in senior secondary schooling, vocational 

subjects were still considered to be less prestigious than academic ones (Department of 

Education and Training, 2018, p 49). 

This paper will now examine the reforms arising from the two inquiries initiated by Terry 

Metherell which found expression in the 1990 Education Reform Act. 

The Education Reform Act of 1990 

When Dr Terry Metherell became Minister of Education, in March 1988, he spent much political 

capital on a series of reforms which culminated in the Education Reform Act of 1990.  The 

1990 Act included elements of the White Paper on the curriculum, "Excellence and Equity" 

(NSW Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs & Metherell, 1989) and the Carrick Report, 

"Report of the Committee of Review of NSW Schools" (Committee of Review of New South 

Wales Schools & Carrick, 1989). 6  This was the biggest overhaul of the curriculum since the 

introduction in 1962 of the Wyndham Scheme.7 Metherell’s reforms have continued to shape 

the NSW school curriculum to the present day.8 

For the School Certificate (SC) and the Higher School Certificate (HSC), the White Paper 

established the broad curriculum requirements and foreshadowed the removal of mandatory 

minimum hour specifications for face-to-face teaching (NSW Ministry of Education and Youth 

Affairs & Metherell, 1989, p 8). 

Rising retention rates were a powerful incentive for change.  From 1975 to 1995 the apparent 

retention rate 9 to Year 12 more than doubled, climbing from 34% in 1982 to a peak of 77% in 

1992 (Vickers, 2018, p 46). The White Paper observed that a far larger and more diverse 

group of students was staying on for the full six years and this obliged upper secondary 

schooling to widen its role, which could no longer be regarded chiefly as preparation for higher 

education (NSW Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs & Metherell, 1989, p 9). 

The 1990 Act established a broad core curriculum from Kindergarten to Year 12 with details to 

be developed by a new independent K-12 Board of Studies, and then approved by the 

Minister. Secondary curriculum had previously been determined by the Board of Secondary 

Education while primary curriculum had been the responsibility of the Department of Education 

(Hughes with Brock, 2008, p 151). Curriculum requirements were for the first time specified in 

legislation in the Education Reform Act (1990). These included minimum prerequisites for 

registration of private schools, and the "scope" of the curriculum essential for the issuing of 

official certificates. The Act kept an external examination as a mandatory and significant part of 

the HSC and basic skills testing was introduced at important stages in schooling (Hughes with 

Brock, 2008, p 150). 

Sir John Carrick in his report highlighted a growing tension between equity and excellence:  

                                                

6 Yates et al., (2011a), p 328, list the Carrick Committee Report, the Excellence and Equity Curriculum Review, the Eltis Report, 
and the McGaw Report in the New South Wales section of their Selected list of state and Commonwealth curriculum reports and 
frameworks. 
7 See Hughes (2002) for an outline of the Wyndham Scheme. 
8 A view shared by Patrick Lee (Lee, 2018). Patrick Lee is Adviser, NSW Education Standards Authority and former Chief 
Executive, NSW Institute of Teachers. He was interviewed by the author on 28 August, 2018. 
9 Apparent retention rate is defined as the number of full-time students in Year 12 in a particular calendar year, divided by the 
number of students who were in the first year of secondary school when the cohort started. 
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“The two dominant features of the sixties and the early seventies were quantitative 

expansion and equality of opportunity.  These have been overtaken by demands to 

take stock and to consider quality over and against quantity” (Committee of Review of 

New South Wales Schools & Carrick, 1989, p 22). 

Carrick observed that discussion regarding equity was increasingly concerned with individual 

needs and responsibilities:  

“… while the sixties and seventies egalitarian themes of access and equity have 

certainly not disappeared, they are now more subdued and more sporadic.  The notion 

of the state as principally responsible for the equitable distribution of services has 

yielded to more conservative ideas which place greater reliance on market principles 

and individual self-help.  Increasingly school systems … are adopting corporate 

management strategies derived from private enterprise” (Committee of Review of New 

South Wales Schools & Carrick, 1989, p 21). 

One feature Carrick found particularly characteristic of the NSW curriculum was:  

“… its continuing allegiance to the traditional, ‘liberal’ curriculum … this theme has been 

remarkably consistent, revealing itself today in debates over vocational versus general 

education.  The ‘academic’ tradition of secondary schooling in NSW carried with it the 

continuing theme of secondary education for an elite … (but) this notion has been 

challenged in recent times” (Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools & 

Carrick, 1989, p 20). 

Carrick remarked that the notion of including general capabilities was becoming more 

mainstream.  Curriculum was no longer restricted to the academic content of syllabuses which 

teachers transmitted as information to students, but was “perceived as a way of analysing the 

teaching and learning process so that content is only one of several factors”.  This wider 

approach was finding support “from employers and politicians as they urge the development in 

students of initiative, creativity, flexibility, problem solving and ability to work with others” 

(Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools & Carrick, 1989, p 25). 

The Eltis Report of 1995 

As part of the Dawkins-led10 National Statements development and Profiles mapping in the 

early 1990s all States and the Commonwealth subscribed to revising their curriculum so that all 

"key learning areas" would share pre-determined templates of stages and a form of 

assessment that would describe what was expected at each stage (Yates, Collins, & 

O’Connor, 2011b, p 321). 

In response to teachers’ complaints that incorporating these into the NSW curriculum had 

produced too many outcomes and an overloaded curriculum, in May 1995, the newly elected 

Labor Government initiated a review to be led by Professor Ken Eltis (Review of Outcomes et 

al.,1995).  

In his report Eltis repudiated moves to align the NSW syllabuses with the national Statements 

and Profiles:  

                                                

10 John Dawkins was the Minister for Employment, Education and Training from 1987 to 1991 in the Commonwealth Labor 
Government. 
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"It has to be said that there are doubts about the quality, content, rigour, interpretation 

and validity of NSW curriculum documents produced since 1993 as a result of the 

impact of the National Profiles, and to some extent, the National Statements. The Panel 

was therefore led to question the wisdom of continuing to tie syllabus development and 

revision so closely to the National Profiles" (Review of Outcomes et al.,1995, p 41). 

The 1990 Education Reform Act had defined six Learning Areas for primary education and 

eight for secondary education. Eltis noted that "discrete subjects were absorbed in the National 

Statements and Profiles in a variety of ways, sometimes spread across several strands. This 

resulted in a loss of identity and integrity which appears to have been keenly felt by teachers 

and others." (Review of Outcomes et al.,1995, p 43). 

Following the Eltis Report, NSW was decoupled from the national Statements and Profiles. 

The core curriculum established by the 1990 Reform Act was to remain the overriding structure 

for organising the curriculum. The number of outcomes was reduced and the NSW curriculum 

was no longer required to incorporate the National Profiles directly into NSW syllabuses. 

The Eltis prescriptions also included a restructuring of the NSW curriculum so that the 

syllabuses for K-10 nominated intended outcomes, with “explicit statements of the knowledge, 

skills and understandings expected to be learned”. The outcomes were set out for five stages 

linked to the following years in school: K-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8 and 9-10. Outcomes ordered in this 

way would define a developmental scale of achievement along which students were expected 

to advance in their years at school (McGaw, 1996, p 63). 

Regarding equity, Eltis noted that "equality of outcomes" had become the main goal. Equity 

was now less concerned with participation rates and program quality and more with differential 

levels of success. Participation was not enough; there must also be a considerable degree of 

success11: 

"The drive to achieve equity has become outcomes-based. Where educational 

sociologists twenty years saw the middle class concept of knowledge as the cause of 

failure in non-socially advantaged groups, today the cause is seen more by some as 

the failure to deliver essential learning outcomes to disadvantaged groups" (Review of 

Outcomes et al.,1995, p 12). 

But even after the pruning of outcomes that followed the Eltis Report teachers complained that 

there were still too many. Subsequently, in 2003, Professor Eltis and Associate Professor 

Stephen Crump were appointed to undertake another evaluation of school based assessment 

and reporting practices in NSW public schools (Eltis & Crump, 2003). 

They reported that the number of curriculum outcomes was so excessive, especially at the 

primary school level, that they could “overwhelm” teachers and encourage a “check list 

mentality” in deciding what should be taught. The curriculum should be based on a limited set 

of mandatory outcomes stated in clearer language (Eltis & Crump, 2003, p 83). Following Eltis 

and Crump’s recommendations (Eltis & Crump, 2003, p 96), the number of mandatory 

outcomes was further culled with primacy given to literacy and numeracy.   

Eltis and Crump acknowledged that “there is real merit in thinking nationally.” But the long 

history of school curricula in the various States and Territories should not be discounted. They 

warned that, “it is dangerous to assume that we can easily transfer one set of whole system 

                                                

11 For an extended conceptual discussion of equity and policy in education see Levin, 2003. 
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approaches to another. … as we attempt in New South Wales to capitalize on our experiences, 

we (should) not confound the picture by super-imposing too hastily yet more pressures and 

demands on schools by suddenly re-defining the basis of our curriculum offerings” (Eltis & 

Crump, 2003, p 78). 

The McGaw Report of 1997 

There was also growing dissatisfaction with the Higher School Certificate. In 1995, the NSW 

Government appointed Professor Barry McGaw to undertake the most comprehensive review 

of the Higher School Certificate since the exam was first conducted in 1967. The Government 

was facing an outcry from teachers and the community over the ever larger quantity of senior 

secondary courses. This profusion, it was argued, hampered equitable access to the HSC 

curriculum, particularly at higher levels of study where a significant decline had occurred in the 

number of students studying advanced-level courses. Too much emphasis was being placed 

on maximising university entrance scores. Also, the assessment and reporting system, 

because it was based on scaling marks and ranking students, neglected the reporting of the 

marks earned and describing the standards achieved (Board of Studies, 2004, p 7).  

The HSC was an exam designed for an earlier era.12 It was devised by Harold Wyndham, 

NSW Director General 1952 to 1968, to cater for about twenty per cent of the cohort of 

students who wished to matriculate. Even at its birth it was apparent that the dilemma of 

secondary education was increasingly becoming how to cater for the majority of students who 

did not have academic aspirations (Committee on Secondary Education in New South Wales, 

1958, p 33). 

Wyndham abandoned the streaming of students entering secondary school into vocational or 

academic streams. The purpose of the secondary school curriculum was henceforth not to be 

in any way vocational or pre-vocational training but to provide a sound, general education in 

junior secondary and a path to university in senior secondary (Committee of Review of New 

South Wales Schools & Carrick, 1989, p 15). Senior secondary, culminating in the Higher 

School Certificate, was unashamedly designed for a small academic elite, primarily as a 

selection device to determine which students would progress to university.  

But by 1996, 70 per cent of the cohort was completing the HSC and McGaw noted that the 

student body was more diverse than it was when the HSC was introduced and the program 

was now much broader (McGaw, 1996, p ii). A central flaw was that marks were strongly linked 

to the university ranking of applicants through the Tertiary Education Rank13 and this had led to 

the perception that a rank below 50 was a fail grade. McGaw recommended separating the 

Tertiary Entrance Rank (renamed as the Universities Admission Index) from the HSC mark and 

basing it on an assessment for performance against criteria, in other words, replacing 

normative with standards-referenced assessment (Sherington and Hughes, 2012, p 142). 

Results would compare students to a benchmark not to each other. 

McGaw was a strong advocate of standards-referenced assessment: “Normative assessment 

offers only improvement in rank (thus improvement at the expense of others) … Criterion (or 

standards) referenced assessment shows improvement in terms of knowledge and skills” 

(Fitzgerald, 2011, p 144).  Following his recommendations, basic HSC courses for lower ability 

                                                

12 For a more extensive history of the HSC see McGaw, (1996), Appendix A: Development of the NSW HSC, pp 116-178. 
13 The Universities Admissions Index (UAI) replaced the Tertiary Entrance Rank (TER) from 1998. The Australian Tertiary 
Admission Rank (ATAR) replaced the UAI in 2009. 
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students were made more rigorous but many teachers protested that they were now too 

challenging for students of low to average ability (Vinson, et al., 2002, p 57). 

McGaw strengthened provision for the brightest and most capable students with the addition of 

more advanced courses such as Extension English. Critics argue that this was typical of the 

way NSW preens itself on being, “the toughest and the best, to set the hardest exams. It insists 

on high standards but this always favours the privileged” (Vickers, 2018a)14. On this reading, 

the longer historical focus in NSW has been too much on the bright and ambitious. 

Nevertheless, the clearest overall trend in the five years following the McGaw Report was that 

many more students chose the advanced courses (Board of Studies, 2005, p 3). 

For McGaw equity and high standards were inextricably linked. A focus on quality and 

achievement was the same as a focus on equity. The gap in outcomes between the top and 

bottom would best be reduced by enabling those at the bottom to move up: 

“… equity becomes a hollow concept unless it is linked to high standards. Equity 

demands higher expectations of all students, especially those who benefit least from 

the present system. Equity is not achieved by watering down the curriculum to meet the 

needs of students who are perceived to be of lower ability. The curriculum for the 

Higher School Certificate must be able to cater for the interests and abilities of the full 

range of students, without compromising standards or lowering expectations” (NSW 

Office of the Minister et al., 1997, p 4). 

Another bold McGaw reform was the introduction for the first time of Technical and Further 

Education (TAFE) subjects into the HSC. 15 The new HSC would prepare students for 

employment as well as further education. All new syllabuses now had explicit pathways and 

recognition arrangements for further education in TAFE, university and industry.  

McGaw recognised that more vocational options were needed for those who were not 

academic. The mechanism devised was Industry Curriculum Frameworks (ICFs) that merged 

units of competency from national training packages with relevant theoretical content. Students 

completing ICFs could choose to receive a HSC mark to count in university calculations. But 

only one Vocational Educational and Training (VET) unit could be credited for this purpose and 

small high schools were often unable to offer a wide range of units (Vickers, 2011, p 142). 

By 2006 one in five candidates completed a vocational education and training qualification as 

part of their Higher School Certificate program (NSW Board of Studies & New South Wales 

Office of the Board of Studies, 2006, p 20). A growing proportion of young people were now 

able to obtain a Year 12 certificate without following the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank 

(ATAR) pathway. Schools increasingly offered a wider range of VET in Schools subjects that 

counted towards a Year 12 Certificate (Vickers, 2018, p 46). 

Despite this enlargement of vocational options NSW persisted with a common curricular 

program for senior secondary. As Vickers notes: 

“(The) question here is whether the learning goals of students who are seeking to 

prepare themselves for labour market entry are best met through a differentiated 

program of study (such as the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning) or whether a 

common curricular program (such as the HSC) can successfully meet the needs of all 

                                                

14 This is the view of Margaret Vickers, Emeritus Professor, Centre for Educational Research, Western Sydney University.  She 
was interviewed by the author on 27 September, 2018. 
15 Fitzgerald (2018) argued that the major change in the HSC since 1989 has been more vocational courses. Denis Fitzgerald is 
the Vice President, New South Wales Teachers Federation. He was interviewed by the author on 17 September, 2018.  
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students” (Vickers, 2011, p 142). 

The new HSC commenced in 2000, and the first standards-based HSC examinations were 

completed by Year 12 students in 2001. The Premier, Bob Carr, declared that the “net result” 

was “more effective competition with the private sector because we’re giving students and 

parents what they want – a mature learning environment, a range of subject choice, this terrific 

integration with TAFE and university”.16 

Following McGaw attention turned to reforming the K-10 curriculum. Completion of the junior 

secondary years to the end of Year 10 was becoming essentially compulsory for all students 

and by 2005, less than three per cent of students were not completing Year 10 (NSW Public 

Education Council, 2005, p 119). In 2002 the Board of Studies introduced a K-10 Curriculum 

Framework, “to avoid unnecessary overlap and overcrowding of the curriculum” (Board of 

Studies, 2002, p 2). The Framework established explicit standards by specifying the broad 

learning outcomes necessary for all students. It also indicated the number of hours of study 

that students would typically need to achieve the standards described in the syllabus 

(Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 2002, p 13). 

Anxieties about an overcrowded curriculum resurfaced in 2004 when Professor Tony Vinson 

chaired an inquiry, funded by the New South Wales Teachers Federation, into the provision of 

public education in New South Wales (Vinson, et al., 2002). “The curriculum is overloaded,” 

and “excessive quantity does not equal rigour,” were complaints that Vinson regularly heard in 

staffroom meetings and public hearings. He reported intense frustration with the abundance of 

learning outcomes which was almost overwhelming; especially at the primary level (Vinson, et 

al., 2002, p xiv). 

The Integration of the Australian Curriculum in 

NSW 

After years of debate, pressure was building on NSW to integrate the national curriculum into 

its own courses of study. Attempts to produce greater national consistency in schools were 

gathering strength through a renewed interest in a national curriculum and the introduction of 

standardised national assessments in literacy and numeracy.17 

The concept of a national curriculum in Australia was not new. The Eltis Report was a reaction 

to the early 1990s push for a national curriculum based on Statements and Profiles. But the 

States “jealously guarded their curriculum sovereignty, overtly or passively resisting attempts to 

engineer national approaches” (Reid, 2005, p 15). 

Although constitutionally school education is the responsibility of the States the Commonwealth 

Government provides significant funding.  The States rely on the Commonwealth for specific-

purpose grants and these are usually tied to conditions of funding. The States became even 

more dependent on Commonwealth funding following the GST tax reorganisation in 2000 

(Drabsch, 2013, p 1). 

Although three major national agreements, the Hobart Declaration (1989), the Adelaide 

Declaration (1999), and the Melbourne Declaration (2008), produced commitments by federal 

                                                

16 Quoted by Sherington and Hughes (2012), p 142. 
17 In 2008, the National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) tests were introduced to assess students’ literacy 
and numeracy skills across all Australian schools. The tests are administered in May for students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 
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and State governments to develop national frameworks for curriculum, there was little change. 

The Commonwealth’s direct interventions in curriculum development were minor up until the 

establishment of Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) in 

2008. Created by an Act of Parliament following agreement between the State and Territory 

governments and the federal government, ACARA was the first authority to be jointly controlled 

and funded by the federal government and the six State and two Territory governments. 

Savage observed:  

“The formation of ACARA and the Australian Curriculum has set in motion dramatic 

shifts in curriculum policy and development processes across the Australian federation. 

In less than a decade, roles and responsibilities that were unambiguously the preserve 

of States and Territories are now negotiated at the national scale. Whilst the axis of 

power is rapidly shifting, however, the mechanics of policy and governance appear to 

be increasingly opaque” (Savage, 2016). 

The Commonwealth, State and Territory governments in 2009 ratified the National Education 

Agreement whereby they approved the implementation through ACARA of a national 

curriculum, later to be named the Australian Curriculum. Supporters emphasised the 

advantages of educational uniformity across the nation as a tool for promoting educational 

equity and nation-wide improvements, but opponents feared that a uniform national curriculum 

would erode State and Territory diversity (Drabsch, 2013, p 215). 

The biggest obstacle to the Australian Curriculum was the reluctance by some States to revise 

their curricula. The strongest opposition came from New South Wales and Victoria who insisted 

that they already had a strong curriculum. 

In 2010, the NSW Board of Studies, in a blistering critique, disparaged the then draft Australian 

Curriculum insisting that it was vastly inferior to the existing NSW curriculum. The Board 

protested that the draft K-10 curriculum was overcrowded and had no overarching framework. 

By 2013, NSW was the only jurisdiction that had not begun to implement the Australian 

Curriculum (Drabsch, 2013, p 17; Department of Education, 2014, p 235).18 

The new Australian Curriculum nominated general capabilities to be developed and applied 

across the curriculum: literacy; numeracy; information and communication technology 

competence; critical and creative thinking; personal and social capability; ethical behaviour; 

and intercultural understanding. Three cross-curriculum priorities were also to have a central 

role: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures; Asia and Australia's 

engagement with Asia; and sustainability (Drabsch, 2013, p i).  

But the NSW BOSTES would not approve general capabilities and cross-curriculum 

perspectives as structures for delivery of mandatory curriculum content and outcomes (Board 

of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards NSW, 2014, p 14). NSW BOSTES argued 

that, with the exception of literacy and numeracy, the way the capabilities were constructed 

compromised the integrity of the subject disciplines (Board of Studies, Teaching and 

Educational Standards NSW, 2014; Department of Education, 2014, p 248). 

NSW BOSTES indicated that the Australian Curriculum would be revised and implemented in 

NSW through a process colloquially known as “adopt and adapt.” The procedure in NSW 

would be “to identify and implement a national common learning entitlement for adaptation and 

                                                

18 There was a range of approaches taken by the jurisdictions to the implementation of the Australian Curriculum. See Louden, 
Paul, & Lambert, (2016) p 37. 
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adoption” (Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards NSW, 2014, p 16).  If the 

Australian Curriculum suggested a syllabus NSW did not have then it would adopt the national 

program but if NSW already offered that course it would adapt the national curriculum to the 

existing NSW program. 

Controversy continued to dog the new national curriculum. In 2014, the federal government 

announced a review by Professor Ken Wiltshire and Dr Kevin Donnelly. Wiltshire and Donnelly 

observed that while there was general approval for the Foundation to Year 10 curriculum, the 

States and Territories clung to their right to control the senior years of schooling (Department of 

Education, 2014, p 2). The review concluded that, if, “the definition of a national curriculum 

includes that it must be implemented comprehensively, with certainty, and consistently, then 

Australia does not currently have a national school curriculum” (Department of Education, 

2014, p 105). Tom Alegounarias, Chairperson of the NSW Education Standards Authority 

Board, declared recently: “If the purpose was more actual commonality then we don’t have it.  

The national curriculum was so broad in places that teachers didn’t know what to do. It has 

however succeeded in creating a more formal common curriculum to Year 10.” (Alegounarias, 

2018).19 

Wiltshire and Donnelly called for stronger measures “to address the overcrowding of the 

primary curriculum” and to make the general capabilities more relevant. Their review proposed 

that critical and creative thinking, personal and social capability, ethical understanding and 

intercultural understanding should be inserted only in those subjects and areas of learning 

where they were pertinent and could be dealt with in a comprehensive and detailed way 

(Department of Education, 2014, p 3). 

In 2015, in response to the Wiltshire and Donnelly review, the State and Territory education 

ministers endorsed a proposal from ACARA to reduce the quantity of content, adding more 

depth and less breadth and simplifying the way that cross-curriculum priorities and general 

capabilities were presented (Mockler, 2018, p 352). 

New syllabuses incorporating the Australian Curriculum were introduced in NSW for 

Kindergarten to Year 6 from 2014 to 2017, and for Years 7 to 10 from 2014 to 2018 (NSW 

Education Standards Authority, 2018d). 

Raising the School Leaving Age in 2010 

By 2009 the NSW apparent retention rate to Year 12 had climbed to 71.3%. Completion of 

Year 12 had become the norm and it was clear that “the policy discourse around the purpose 

and meaning of secondary school completion had shifted irrevocably. Year 12 was commonly 

viewed as an essential qualification for life and work for the entire population” (Vickers, 2018, p 

47). 

In 2010, the NSW school leaving age was raised to seventeen and a number of curriculum 

reforms to support increased retention were introduced. From 2010, all students had to finish 

Year 10, and be in school or in education and training or full-time employment until they turned 

17. In 2011, NSW abolished once and for all the School Certificate, the old Year 10 completion 

credential introduced by Wyndham in the 1960s. The raising of the school leaving age, national 

testing, and the development of the Australian Curriculum were factors that contributed to this 

decision (NSW Board of Studies & New South Wales Office of the Board of Studies, 2006, p 

                                                

19 Tom Alegounarias was interviewed by the author on 24 July, 2018. 
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4).  

Employment opportunities for young school-leavers had steadily declined since the 1970s 

(Vickers, 2018, p 62). The NSW Auditor-General reported that young people who left school 

early were much more likely to be unemployed, earn lower wages, have poorer health, or be 

involved in criminal activities. The longer a young person continued at school, the better their 

prospects were (Audit Office, 2012, p 2). A major equity challenge is how best to reach this 

group. Campbell and Sherington saw raising the school leaving age as an important step 

forward in improving equity: “This promised to extend the ambit of education to include lower 

socioeconomic groups, thereby attempting to tackle the related issues of social disadvantage, 

(and) lack of skills” (Campbell & Sherington, 2006, p 175).   

Different kinds of programs and supports were introduced to meet the different needs of this 

group. But a study by the NSW Auditor-General found that the curriculum results were patchy:   

“The Department and schools have had mixed success in providing appropriate 

courses that are relevant, meaningful and useful to the needs of 15 to 17 year olds. On 

the positive side, there has been an increase in new courses available at schools 

expanding the choice beyond traditional HSC subjects, with some very innovative 

programs developed at the local level. However, the availability of these options varies 

between schools depending on the number of students interested in a subject or 

course and the school's ability to deliver it” (Audit Office, 2012, p 17). 

The hegemony of the academic curriculum still prevailed. Most secondary schools favoured 

the traditional disciplines at the senior secondary level in order to support students who were 

aiming to gain an ATAR as a critical step on the pathway to university. As a result, secondary 

school timetables were constrained and students who did not want to go to university could 

take only a limited number of vocational subjects (Vickers, 2018, p 51). Also, universities 

allowed, out of a total of ten units that could count towards an ATAR, only two units of VET, 

which was in effect merely one VET course (Lee, 2018). 

Conclusion – Fitting NSW Traditions to Wider 

Purposes 

The NSW school curriculum in the last thirty years has changed significantly, although perhaps 

not as radically as many imagine. Change has been incremental with no fundamental 

reshaping of the curriculum architecture. The Chairperson of the NSW Education Standards 

Authority Board, Tom Alegounarias, recently commented that the last thirty years, “have been 

the least reforming.  There have been policy changes but few substantial curriculum reforms.  

Assessment not curriculum reform has been the catalyst” (Alegounarias, 2018).  

Although there were differences of emphasis in the reforms examined in this paper they were 

in many ways strikingly similar in their preoccupations. They grappled with the same 

challenges currently facing the NSW Curriculum Review: enhancing educational equity, the 

role of standards-referenced assessment, decluttering of the curriculum, the transition from 

secondary school to employment or further study, the role of general capabilities, and the 

implementation of a national curriculum (NSW Education Standards Authority, 2018c).  

Now the Australian Curriculum is in the enactment phase in which States and Territories are 

again the key actors it will have to deal more directly with the particular historical cultures of 
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different jurisdictions. Denis Fitzgerald, Vice President of the New South Wales Teachers 

Federation, discounted its impact thus far: “The national curriculum has not had a big influence 

on the NSW curriculum. There are very few instances where it has highlighted major 

deficiencies in NSW. NSW has been at this a long time and has a strong and proud position” 

(Fitzgerald, 2018). Fitzgerald is far from alone in his views. Another commentator20 recently 

noted: “NSW assumes, regarding the national curriculum that it has the answers and will pay 

lip service but stick with what it has already” (Green, 2018). 

Scholars agree that NSW has a distinctive curriculum style: a “broadly consistent approach to 

schools and their purposes” (Yates, Collins, & O’Connor, 2011b, p 314). This paper has 

demonstrated how the implementation of a national curriculum and other reforms in NSW have 

been moulded by that style. It is an orientation hallmarked by: an emphasis on the centrality of 

academic knowledge; an insistence on rigour and competitive assessment; and a preference 

at the secondary level for subject matter disciplines rather than an integrated curriculum. A 

recurring theme for NSW has been “a preoccupation with standards and being seen to 

maintain traditions and benchmarks.” (Green, 2018) 

NSW does indeed have a high educational reputation to maintain. But complacency in the face 

of today’s rapid social and economic change is unwise and unhelpful. The times demand that 

the NSW traditions be fitted to wider purposes. This is a critical task facing the NSW 

Curriculum Review. 

  

                                                

20 Bill Green is Emeritus Professor, School of Teacher Education, Charles Sturt University. He was interviewed by the author on 28 
September, 2018. 
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