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THE INFLUENCE OF THE UNITED STATES
UPON AUSTRALIAN EDUCATION

James S. Kaminsky

Australia is an immense island-
continent—about the size of the
continental United States—tucked
between the Pacific and Indian
oceans. The population of Australia
clings to its eastern and western
seaboards and abandons the center
to scattered station dwellers who are
willing to contend with the nation's
deserts which dominate most of the
interior. Despite its huge size,
Australia is largely under-populated.
Australia’s population is a mere 14
million—roughly equivalent to the
combined population of New York
City and Chicago. Ironically, in a
country of vast open spaces, 90 to 95
percent of the nation’s population
lives in Adelaide, Brisbane,
Melbourne, Perth and Sydney—
making Australia one of the most
urbanized countries in the world.
Despite sparkling beaches, sun-
bronzed men and women, and
sophisticated urban life revolving
around the capital cities of Sydney
and Melbourne, politically and
economically Australia has immense
domestic interests in primary
{agricultural and mineral) production.
The Australian educational system
was—and, for the most part, still is—
a bastion of centralism and
conservatism. Australia’s centralized
educational system reflects the
country’s geographical isolation from
Great Britain, its penal colony
history, the absence of local
government and population densities
that vary from levels typical of urban
compression to minimal levels

generated by isolated cattle, sheep,
and mining stations scattered across
the outback.!

Heir to the British tradition,
Australia initially recruited its
university academics, borrowed
many of its educational practices,
assumed its degree patterns and
recruited many of its teachers and
administrators from the United
Kingdom. But the educational system
was tempered by the government's
desire to morally instruct a
population deemed to be not all that
far removed from its criminal
forebearers and penal history.2

The result was a tightly controlled,
centralized system in which trust
was an unnecessary luxury. The
early system of centralization was
marked by an efficient bureaucratic
hierarchy that carefully audited local
schools and controlled the actions of
teachers and administrators. The key
to the system was a corps of
instructors who proctored schools in
accord with their concept of
education and the directives of the
State director-general of education.?

The years 1938 through 1967
marked the first cracks in the
centralized and autocratic system.
During those years, the forces of
decentralization and democratization
gained force and finally broke in full
flood upon the educational system
during the Whitlam government of
1972-1975.4 The Whitlam period
marked the decline of the
examination system, expansion of
the role of the Commonwealth
Government in primary, secondary,

and tertiary education and easier
access to tertiary (university}
education.’

In the contemporary atmosphere
of economic recession, the bouyant
expansion of educational systems and
faith in the educational product has
come to a sharp halt! The
educational system is under attack
from all quarters. It has become a
convenient scapegoat for all manner
of social ills and has been accused of
producing a generation of illiterate,
innumerate, work-shy Australians
who are a social burden and
contribute nothing to the national
economy. Although there is little or
no reason to suspect that
contemporary school-leavers are
anymore work-shy than their
cohorts over 25 years of aget the
accusation has been used by the
Commonwealth (Fraser) government
to fundamentally redefine education
through the new emphasis of
technical education. The effect of
this new emphasis has been to
redefine “education” and redirect its
practices in terms of the
instrumental needs of industry and
commerce.

It should be evident from all of
this that the evolution of Australian
education has largely been a result of
its colonial history, unusual
demographic and geographic
features, and economic situations.

Unwillingly thrust—de facto—
from the British Empire during the
early days of World War II, Australia
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quickly fell under the influence of
General McArthur and the United
States. The war established deep and
abiding ties that continue to be felt
in foreign policy. Although the
Whitlam government attempted to
place Australia among the non-
aligned nations of the world,
Australia’s support of American
toreign policy in Korea and Vietnam
and the boycott of the Moscow
Olympics indicate the important
influence of the United States.

Although the influence of the
United States in foreign policy is
relatively easy to isolate; influence
upon Australian education is harder
to isolate.

In addition to the diffuse and
pervasive influence of the United
States upon Australian education,
specific effects can be isolated at the
levels of ideclogy and structure.

A most important ideological effect
generated by American culture upon
the practice of Australian education
was produced by a group of
psychedelic songsters and anti-war
protestors in the mid-Sixties. The
questions about “the establishment,”
and “authority” raised by Bob Dylan,
Abbie Hoffman, Malcolm X and all
those others who were “hip” proved
to be just the tool that would finally
crack the monolithic centralism of
the Australian educational system. It
is not that the ideology of the
counter-culture revolutionized
Australian education, its traditions
are too well established to fall under
an assault that lasted not much more
than a generation. But this was the
predicate lead to the erosion of
bureaucratic accountability and
decline of the inspectorial system, a
decline that gave Australian teachers
and principals more freedom and
authority over the day-to-day
concerns of administration and the
curriculum.” This small victory in the
general scheme of things was quite a
milestone in the campaign of

professional educators to make the
Australian educational system more
flexible and responsive to the
evolving demands of the Australian
situation.

The impact of the ideology of the
counter-culture was not confined to
administrative structures. The
egalitarian cast of the counter-
culture’s ideology called attention to
the fact that equality of educational
opportunity meant more than equal
and, in the main, uniform provision
of public {(governmental) schooling.®
The ideology of the counter-culture
called attention to the fact that
Australia has essentially a two-tiered
(track) system of primary and
secondary education in which
survival at school, access to tertiary
{university) and, thereby, the
professions is strongly related to
social class membership and access to
economically exclusive private
schools.?

The collaboration of Australia and
the United States since World War Il
has had structural as well as
ideological impact upon the form of
Australian education. Australian
universities are heavily dependent
upon overseas recruitment of
academic talent. Since 1963, 42
percent of all academic appointments
at the rank of lecturer {(equivalent to
assistant professor in US
universities) and above have been
recruited from overseas.!? But the
course of this recruitment has shown
substantial variation since the end of
the war.

The inflow of academic manpower from the
United Kingdom declined from 24.6 percent of the
total inflow in 1963 o 18.3 percenl in 1973,
while the inlake from the United States increased
from 5.2 percent to 16.7 percent, and Canada
from 2.1 percent lo 4.9 percent during the same
period. If one combines the Uniled States and
Canadian appointments, by 1973 recruitment
from North America had exceeded that from the
Linited Kingdom. . . . It would appear that
Australian university expansion during the late
19605 and early 1970s depended heavily upon
North American recruils.!’

It is evident that the recruitment
patterns of Australian universities
have substantially altered since the
late 19605, Changes in the flow of
recruitment patterns are important
in that they alter international
networks and will influence the
intellectual and ideological world-
view of Australia’s future intellectual
elites.12

The training of future academics is
of particular importance in Australia
because of their disproportionately
powerful influence upon decisions
and policies of national importance.1?
{To state the obvious, educational
policies are not excluded from this
realm.) Moreover, since Australian
academics recruited from overseas
are more likely to have a PhD and
hold higher university rank than
their Australian-born counterparts, it
would not be implausible to assume
that academics trained in North
America but working in Australian—
and the students they teach—will
soon be taking powerful parts in the
formation of educational policy and
will thereby extend American
concepts of education into Australia’s
primary and secondary schools.

Nevertheless, the impact of the
United States upon Australian
education is largely an incipient
influence. Despite the instrumental
role American ideology has played in
Australia’s dalliance with
decentralization and the potential
role of North American academics in
redefining educational policy, the
system remains largely untouched.
Australian philosophers of education
still tilt with their European heritage
and Australian administrators still
labor within an educational model
that is a result of their colonial
experience and geographic isolation.
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Physical Education Class, La Union High School, The Philippines
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