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Abstract

At a systems level, NSW has been moving towards the provision of 
a diverse and balanced curriculum by seeing the Key Learning 
Areas as the basis for overall curriculum provision.  Courses 
recognising the needs, interests and abilities of the new clientele of 
schools are being devised by subject syllabus committees.  One such 
course is the 2 Unit Contemporary English Syllabus which was 
developed by a syllabus committee of the state board of education 
specifically to cater for a wider range of needs, interests and 
abilities than the senior English courses previously on offer.  

A research team comprising lecturers from Charles Sturt University 
- Mitchell, together with teachers from the NSW Department of 
School Education has conducted a study of the first 2 years of 
implementation of the 2 Unit Contemporary English Syllabus.  
Findings from the research project indicate that 2 Unit 
Contemporary is providing students with skills and abilities which 
they see as relevant and useful to their lives.  The most common 
outcomes are the positive effect on students' self-esteem and their 
improved perceptions of themselves as writers, readers, listeners 
and speakers.
____________________________________________________________
_________

Introduction

The overriding concern in presenting a paper such as this is of 
course the search for a apt metaphor.  Last year in presenting 'The 



Contemporary English Syllabus: More Choko than Vegie' we alluded 
to the new found boutique quality of the once humble choko.  We 
said it had become a designer vegetable, and so too the 
Contemporary English syllabus had achieved designer course status.

This year in keeping with the upmarket status which the syllabus 
has attained we would as well like to take our metaphor slightly 
upmarket.  We feel a literary metaphor is appropriate in the 
circumstances.  

Have you read The Paper Bag Princess?  It's about a princess who 
has her prince stolen by a dragon.  She tracks down the dragon and 
her prince and saves the day.  But Ronald, the prince, will have no 
part of being saved by Elizabeth.  Because she is dressed only in a 
paper bag, she does not look to him like a real princess.

What about, Where the Wild Things Are?  Have you read that?  
Max is a wild little boy who gets sent to his room.  There he plays 
with all the other wild things.  But he gets bored with that and 
wants to get back to where people care for him, where he's an 
individual, not just a "wild thing".

The last test of your wide reading repertoire is Come Away From 
the Water Shirley.  Have you read that?  Shirley and her parents go 
to the beach.  Mum is suspicious of every piece of dirt and seaweed 
on the beach.  She fires a barrage of orders at Shirley as to how she 
should behave and view her world.  Shirley though sees what she 
wants to see.  Her vision is wider than that of her parents.

And so to Contemporary English.  When this new syllabus was first 
released it was to suspicion and mistrust.  It did not look like a real 
syllabus.  It did not have the rigorous literature component as had 
other 2 Unit English courses in NSW.  It was on shaky ground in 
terms of status.  It was seen to be aimed at the lower ability 
students and those having language problems such as the ESL 
students.  These students were considered by many teachers not 
suitable for senior secondary school.  But amongst all the criticism 
and lack of vision, teachers in schools offered the course and 
students began to take it.  

This paper reports on a research project commissioned by the NSW 
Department of School Education to evaluate the introduction and 
implementation of the 2 Unit Contemporary English syllabus which 
was first examined at the 1989 Higher School Certificate 
examinations.  In 1989, 1900 students sat the HSC examination in 
Contemporary English.  In 1990, 5500 students sat and this year 
8500.  Why has the course been so successful in attracting 
students?  What views do students and teachers have of the 
course?  What were the outcomes of implementation?



The paper is in three parts:

1. The socio-political context of education in which the findings 
of the project are being reported.

2. The methodology of the study.

3. Findings. 

PART 1: Socio-Political Context in Which 
Reporting is Taking Place

In 1988 the federal government commissioned a research project 
to: "identify key factors related to increased retention; assess 
organisational, curriculum and other changes being made as a result 
of higher retention and local major human and other resource 
demands related to increased retention" (p1).  Sources of data 
included 3,000 students, 1,150 teachers in 35 schools across NSW 
and senior officers in education systems.  The report of the project 
is entitled The Challenge of Retention (DEET 1989).

The report's findings on the views of parent representatives, 
teachers, students and educational administrators are instructive 
for the Contemporary English research project.  Essentially, there is 
agreement that:

the most important factor influencing students to REMAIN at 
school once they have chosen to return to Years 11 and 12 is 
the CURRICULUM.  Within this category the two most important 
influences were the diversity of the curriculum and its 
responsiveness to the needs of students.  The curriculum as a 
whole needs a more practical orientation to satisfy the needs 

of the overall group of students returning to Years 11 and 12.  
(p80)

The essence of the argument though was not simply that 
demonstrably practical courses should be added to the curriculum 
for particular students but that the purposes and structures of the 
post-compulsory curriculum should be reconceptualised so that the 
relationship between theoretical knowledge and practical 
knowledge should not be dichotomised or viewed as binary 
oppositions but as fully integrated parts of a whole.

Such a reconceptualisation of the curriculum would of necessity 
demand different teaching strategies and different assessment 
strategies (p51).

Teachers were also aware of the numbers of students who were 
returning to Year 11 who were unable to take adavantage of 



broader curriculum when it had a practical orientation.  It was 
therefore imperative for schools to be able to respond to these 
students by designing specific courses to meet their needs.  Such 
courses were very often expensive to resource in terms of the 
capital equipment required and the staff/student ratio needed to 
teach the them.

It is important to note that status of the courses was also an issue.  
Unless a course counted towards tertiary entrance then it was 
perceived to have a lower status.  Often students would elect to 
take a course which had a higher status even though their teachers 
felt they needed courses with a different focus from tertiary 
preparation.

It is important also to note that broadening the curriculum to meet 
the needs of the different clientele staying on at school was not 
always achieved without considerable opposition.  A pertinent 
comment:

Many skilled teachers see these changes caused by increased 
retention as a betrayal of their vision of the senior years of high 
school.  They feel standards are falling.

Some teachers had difficulty coping with the new clientele, in 
accepting that they had the right to education beyond the 
compulsory years,  and in coping with the lack of motivation of 
some of these students.  The report saw the need to construct 
professional development programs for teachers to help them meet 
these challenegs.  The report recognised that:

One of the greatest challenges facing the educational system is 
that of assisting teachers to implement the new policies being 
developed for the post-compulsory years of education (p113).

There was an overwhelming need perceived by teachers for 
assistance in developing new courses and for more inservice 
training.

Of the teachers surveyed, 16% thought the students should remain 
at school until the end of Year 12 and 57% said "yes with 
reservations".  Reservations were: that there would be students 
who would not gain any benefit from staying on; that some would 
have a bad effect on the school climate and damage the education 
of the majority and that there were not sufficient resources to cope 
satisfactorily with some students staying on.

The Challenge of Retention suggests that, in line with international 
trends, Australia's moves to increase retention rates are 
attributable to:



• a general rise in living standards and therefore a rise in 
educational aspirations;

• employment demands for higher qualifications; and

• the need to provide an alternative to unemployment.  (p2)

The literature on retention examined in the report suggests that a 
complex of interacting factors accounts for the increase in retention 
rates:

• employment and career factors;

• student allowances;

• perceptions of school and curriculum;

• socio-economic status; and 

• credentialling and selection for higher education.

It is interesting that the latest report on post-compulsory 
education, titled Young People's Participation in Post-Compulsory 
Education and Training (AGPS 1991), takes up the challenge of 
drawing together the various pathways that students might follow 
after compulsory education in order to define a coherent 
conceptualisation of the purpose and structures of post-compulsory 
education.  It is an attempt to draw together the different sectors 
that contribute to post-compulsory education, employers and the 
community in general so that the divergent relationships between 
vocational and general education and work and education are seen 
in the context of an integrated education that sets as its goal a 95% 
participation rate in post-compulsory education or training for 19 
year olds by the year 2001.

Such a goal has profound implications for the present post-
compulsory years of schooling: it postulates a curriculum that is a 
mix of general and vocational education, provides greater choice for 
students, demands more creative and innovative teaching and 
assessment strategies and more flexible relationships between 
TAFE, secondary schools, universities and the workplace.

The Changing Student Population

The dramatic change in the clientele of the senior secondary years 
has seen systems struggle then to provide a flexible and diverse 
curriculum  giving students access to a broad range of experiences 
designed to give them skills, knowledge and understandings which 
they can use and apply in:



• their personal lives
- as an individual
- at home
- in relationships; and

• their public lives
- as a member of society
- at work
- in the community.

School Developed Courses

Systems have set up mechanisms to allow schools to construct 
courses for students in a range of areas deemed to be relevant, 
interesting and educationally worthwhile.  These have been 
variously known as Approved Studies or Registered Studies in that 
schools have had to submit such courses for assessment and 
approval by the relevant state board of education. 

A recent report of the Board of Senior Secondary School Studies 
Queensland into curriculum provision in English, Report of the 
English Review Management Group (September 1990), looked at the 
Board-Registered subjects available in English (eg Functional 
English, English For Life, Practical English) and reviewed their 
effectiveness in a sample of 20 out of 150 schools who were 
running such courses.  The report states: 

The most commonly acknowledged outcome was that students 
emerged with confidence and assurance after the two-year 
course... It appears that low achieving students are being 
catered for by Board-Registered subjects related to English.  
(p.70)

However, curriculum provision under the aegis of Approved or 
Registered Studies has often been seen by employers, parents and 
the community in general, as second rate or 'mickey mouse', ie 
lacking the intellectual rigour of more traditional courses.  There is 
also the assumption that  students taking such courses will not wish 
to pursue tertiary entrance.

Board-Developed Courses

There has been pressure to provide for students now staying on in 
the post-compulsory years courses which are fully accredited by 
the state board of education and in some cases which are 
examinable.  

This has occurred in NSW where the proliferation of Other 



Approved Studies (school developed and Board approved courses), 
was seen by the Greiner Government as a problem of quality of 
provision which needed to be addressed.  Of particular concern 
were:

• the number of courses available;
• overlap with Board courses already on offer;
• lack of appropriate course assessment mechanisms; and 
• lack of internal course quality.

The government's response was to reduce dramatically the number 
of courses available by discouraging further course development at 
a school level and by encouraging schools to take up Content-
Endorsed courses provided by the new Board of Studies including:

• Practical Writing Skills;
• Skills for Living; and
• Photography.

2 Unit Contemporary English was developed specifically by the then 
Board of Secondary Education in NSW to cater for the clientele now 
staying on in the senior years.  It was seen by the Carrick 
Committee (1989) and the government  in Excellence and Equity 
(1989) as addressing the needs of this new clientele.  How 
successfully this was achieved was the question in which the 
research team was interested.

PART 2:  Methodology

A more comprehensive statement regarding the study methodology 
can be found in the paper presented at the 1990 AARE conference 
in Sydney referred to in the introduction.

Head Teachers of English in NSW government schools were 
surveyed in 1989 and 1990.  The surveys asked Head Teachers to 
supply demographic information about their schools and asked 
whether they were offering 2 Unit Contemporary or not.  Another 
section of the survey asked for teachers' responses to the syllabus: 
did they feel it met students' needs; how did they perceive student 
attitude to the course; what kinds and level of support had they 
received in implementing the syllabus.  The overall response rate 
for the Head Teacher survey was 64.2%.  Data contained have been 
computer analysed to paint a broad background from which to view 
the perceptions, attitudes and events in case study schools.

6 case study schools were chosen for the study.  The schools are 
described below in broad terms only.

_________________________________



School 1: Metropolitan high school in an inner-city setting.  High 
NESB population.  Its drawing area is characterised as 
mid to low socio-economic.

School 2: Large country high school.  Students are predominantly 
from an English speaking background.  Low socio-
economic drawing area.

School 3: Metropolitan high school.  Wide range of student 
abilities and cultural  mix.  Drawing area 
characterised as tending towards mid and high socio-

economic.

School 4: K-12 rural Central School.  Very small senior student 
population.  Rural working class community.

Schools 5 and 6: Medium sized country high schools.  Significant 
Aboriginal populations.  Serving farming and 
grazing areas.

__________________________________

Visits to the case study schools began in Term 4, 1989.  On each 
visit to the schools at least two members of the research team were 
involved.  2 visits were made to each school in 1989 and 3 visits 
during 1990.  At least 1 member of the team of 2 who had visited 
the school in 1989 returned to that school in 1990.

In 1989, Contemporary students were surveyed and interviewed in 
class groups.  In 1990 all Year 12 students were surveyed and 
Contemporary students interviewed in groups and individually.  
Interviews were also held with the school Principals, Head Teachers 
of English and classroom teachers of 2 Unit Contemporary English.  
Parents at one school only attended an interview where their views 
on the syllabus were sought.       

PART 3:  Findings

For the purposes of this paper the findings presented are quite 
broad and are based on an overview of the data collected during 
the project.  They present the views of teachers and students in a 
small sample of schools and therefore we do not generalise to the 2 
Unit Contemporary student population as a whole.  But the 
information gathered in our sample schools can be viewed against 
the larger picture provided by the statewide survey of Head 
Teachers.  Our conclusions can also be seen in the the light of the 
findings of The Challenge of Retention which provides some useful 
yardsticks for comparison.



One of the most obvious comparisons to make is in terms of the 
retention rates of the case study schools and their relationship to 
global or system retention rates.  Below is a graph of the global 
retention rates for NSW government schools from 1987 - 1991.  
Compare this global rate to those of the retention rates of the case 
study schools for the same period and the trend is clear.  Each of 
the case study schools has a clientele now staying on which until 
quite recently would not have been contemplating returning to 
school for the senior years.  The challenges alluded to in The 
Challenge of Retention affect each of our case study schools.     

INSERT RETENTION RATE GRAPHS 

The findings of the study have been broken up into the following 
areas:

• Social Context of the Clientele;
• The Syllabus;
• Leadership and Implementation;
• Planning and Classroom Practice;
• Exams and Scaling;
• Resource Implications;
• Effect on Student Self-Esteem;
• Outcomes; and
• The Future.

The findings as presented give a mix of opinions from both the 
state-wide Head Teacher surveys and the case study work.  Many 
of the teacher attitudes and perceptions of the course that were 
brought to light in the case study schools were backed up in the 
state-wide data.  Statements made which have not been supported 
by or differ from the state-wide data are indicated by stating that 
the finding is for the case study sample only.

  
Social Context of the Clientele

In the case study sample considerably more boys than girls were 
doing the course.  In 1989, 58% of the students were boys and 42% 
were girls.  This contrasts with the gender balance of the HSC 
candidature overall in that year where 46.9% were boys and 53.1% 
were girls.

In both 1989 and 1990, 36% of 2 Unit Contemporary students had 
been born overseas.  In contrast to 2 Unit General, the English 
course which the majority of Year 12 students do in NSW, only 21% 
had.  Almost all of this overseas born group were at the 2 city 
schools.  In addition, more students from NES backgrounds, in 
percentage terms, were doing the 2 Unit Contemporary course than 
were doing other the other English courses combined.



In one class of 13 students at one of the city schools there were 7 
language backgrounds.  These students saw the course as a way to 
increase their oral language abilities.

This clientele was seen by the teachers as: the less able students; 
those who hated English or had a poor attitude to the subject; the 
strugglers and those with poor literacy skills.  The teachers saw 
these students as not aspiring to tertiary study and felt that the 2 
Unit General course would have been "too hard for them".  Teachers 
saw the course as meeting a pressing need.

These students had been pressured by their families to stay on at 
school largely because of lack of employment prospects.  The 
students perceived a relationship between schooling and getting a 
"better job".  This was true of the parents also.  In survey data, 
students indicated that they viewed their career options as being in 
the professional, trades and clerical areas.  They saw schooling as a 
way of bypassing labouring or factory jobs.

The Syllabus

Teachers thought that the course was needed.  They saw that 2 Unit 
General, the literature based alternative, was "too hard" for the 
students now staying on.  2 Unit Contemporary English gave them a 
course which they thought was suitable for the clientele now 
staying on and flexible enough to meet their needs.  It gave 
teachers an "appropriate range of reading materials and activities" 
to work with.

An innovation which was met with mixed feelings was the 
introduction of the listening examination and the emphasis on the 
oral component of language.  More will be said about teacher 
reaction to this development in the examination and resource 
sections of this paper.

In general the syllabus gave teachers clear direction about 
teaching/learning expectations.  As with 2 Unit General, where the 
study of Topic Area does not actually rate a mention in the 
syllabus, there was a concern expressed that the study of 
Contemporary Issues within the course needed more clearly 
defined guidelines.  Students sit a paper worth 40% of their 
examination score and the syllabus covers the expectations of the 
area in 7 lines.

Teachers saw a strong philosophical relationship between the 
English 7-10 syllabus and the 2 Unit Contemporary course.  In 2 
Unit Contemporary they perceived a more concrete definition of 
skills.  An important finding in all case study schools was that 



teachers stated they had "the time" to meet students' language 
development needs.  They did not feel the pressure of having to 
push their way through poems, novels and plays as in 2 Unit 
General and 2 Unit.

Literature though loomed large in the teachers' responses to the 
syllabus.  A "new approach" to its teaching was required if this 
syllabus was to be successful they said.  "You can't teach the Great 
Tradition to non-academic students!", was a pertinent comment.  
Some teachers expressed a preference for teaching a literature 
based course while at the same time seeing that the 2 Unit 
Contemporary course did meet students' needs.  The course was 
focussing on the learning process and language skills of the 
students not literary knowledge.   

Leadership and Implementation

The implementation of the syllabus is a story in itself.  The usual 
lead time for the introduction and then examination of a syllabus is 
2 years in NSW, ie a syllabus released in 1988 would usually be 
first examined in 1990.  With Contemporary English, for a variety 
of reasons, the syllabus was released in Term 4 of 1988 and 
examined in Term 4 of 1989.

At the time of initial implementation teachers were involved in a 
bitter pay dispute with the then Minister for Education.  The 
overwhelming impression of this initial implementation was of its 
ad hoc and rushed nature.  Teachers stated that at the beginning 
they  had to search out a copy of the syllabus.  This situation was 
seen by teachers to change dramatically over the first year of 
implementation.  In 1990 the view was that the syllabus was 
amply resourced, particularly in relation to approaches to 
programming.  Even though the Department of Education had 
developed a kit to support teachers
there was a major need for support in the area of speaking and 
listening.

The keys to the eventual effectiveness of implementation were 
seen to be the curriculum networking that occured at head office, 
regional and school level and the active support in schools of 
Principals and Head Teachers of English.  The support of the 
Principal was seen as crucial in all case study schools but 
particularly in School 6 where the Principal took an active role in 
helping to get community acceptance of the course.

Implementation was largely viewed as effective because teachers 
who were committed to the course took it on and saw that it filled a 
need for their students. 



Planning and Classroom Practice

2 Unit Contemporary English is a new concept in senior English.  
There is less literature and compulsory reading.  The teaching 
strategies alluded to in the syllabus differ from those normally 
associated with the teaching of senior English.  Teachers then 
viewed the course as forcing them to reassess what constituted 
subject English in the senior years.  The tighter focus on students' 
skills made teachers consider broader issues than just a narrow 
appreciation of essay writing skills and literary texts.

On the whole programming was thought to be more time consuming 
for 2 Unit Contemporary.  It was obvious that Listening and 
Speaking were major programming concerns.  Teachers were 
anxious that they were doing the right thing by their students.  This 
was especially so in 1989 before the first examination in Listening.  
It was in this area that teachers felt most inservice work was 
needed.

Although teachers felt that they had more time for dialogue and 
feedback with the students they also saw that the course was 
constant in its demands for assessment.  The teaching content was 
here less defined than it had previously been with 2 Unit or 2 Unit 
General and this was reflected in the extension of formal 
assessment beyond conventional forms.  Contributions to classwork 
and journal writing as well as wide-reading were now being 
assessed.

Program design varied from some teachers negotiating with 
students the content of their course to those who preferred a very 
structured approach.  The most successful teachers, from the point 
of view of the students, were those who effectively involved the 
students in the process of their own learning.  They were the 
teachers who allowed the students ample opportunities to construct 
meaning for themselves.    

Exams, Scaling and Status

The status of the course had been an important issue from the 
beginning of implementation with a variety of stories circulating 
about which universities and in particular which faculties in those 
universities were or were not accepting the course for tertiary 
entry.  The single biggest factor in teacher, student and community 
acceptance of the course was the decision by the University of 
Sydney to accept it for tertiary entrance.   The end result of this 
status issue was that if the students attained a tertiary entrance 
rank which got them into a certain faculty then that faculty would 
accept them on the basis that the TER was an indicator of overall 
academic potential not just ability in English.  Some faculties 
required that students had achieved at least a mean Board score in 



their English course.  

Analysis of the examination results for each of the case study 
schools indicated that brighter students were not disadvantaged by 
doing the course.  There does however seem to be a bimodal 
distribution of students doing the course.  Some who are doing the 
course are very able.  The majority are not doing well at all in 
terms of TERs.  This reflects though the non-academic nature of the 
candidature as a whole.  An interesting finding in some schools was 
the fact that results in the 2 Unit and 2 Unit General courses would 
suggest that some students are still sitting inappropriate English 
courses.  This is particularly so with the 2 Unit course. 

61% of students doing the Contemporary course at the case study 
schools said in 1990 that they wished to pursue tertiary study.  
However 35.8% were not eligible for a TER because of the nature of 
their subject choice.  This would seem to indicate that there may be 
a gap between students' expectations of their performance and the 
reality of their subject choice and ability.

Teachers felt a natural anxiety about preparing the initial group for 
examination in 1989. This anxiety gave way to relief as the actual 
examination papers have been seen by teachers as fair tests of the 
syllabus and tightly focussed on the objectives that the syllabus 
states.  HSC markers did though express some concern with the 
initial Listening Paper both in terms of its content and the process 
of examination.  These same concerns were not expressed in 1990 
and 1991.

The overall impressions that teachers had of the examination, 
scaling and status of the course were positive after some initial 
negativity about eroding standards and lack of status had fallen 
away.   
 
Resource Implications

There was an overwhelming need expressed by teachers for 
resources in the area of speaking and listening.  This was seen by 
them to be "a problem area".  It was new and demanding of their 
time.  They wanted more systematic sharing of resources.  Changing 
Departmental structures have operated to make this more difficult 
though.  During initial implementation the regional English 
Inspectors provided a systems link for such sharing to occur and 
teachers, through these Inspectors, found out about what was 
happening in other regions.  This curriculum seeding role has been 
lost in the devolution process.

There is a feeling now that teachers may well become isolated from 
each other and not know what resources other schools and regions 
are developing.  The role of the Professional Teaching Associations 



like ETA were seen by teachers as critical in helping them to stay in 
touch with what was happening across the state.

Effect on Student Self-Esteem

One of the most powerful themes to emerge from discussions with 
students, parents and teachers was the effect of the course on 
students' view of themselves as learners.  Students mentioned time 
and again the relevant and practical nature of the course.  It was 
relevant to their lives and their world, they said.  They saw 
themselves achieving in the course.  A majority of students named 
English as their most favoured subject at school and nominated 
their experiences of success and achievement as reasons for their 
choice.

Parents and teachers also commented that they had seen a marked 
change in attitude of the students both to themselves and schooling 
in general.

Achievement in English was seen by both parents and students to 
be tied also to achievement or improvement in other subjects.  In 
interview students kept repeating the effect which enjoyment and 
achievement had had in helping them feel good about themselves 
as learners and language users. 

Outcomes

The research team felt it was unusual to have such positive 
evaluations as detailed above from all groups surveyed or 
interviewed.  This is probably a reflection of the seriousness of the 
challenge that the course is trying to address.  We actually believe 
as in The Challenge to Retention that the availability of 
Contemporary English is keeping many students at school who 
would not be there if they had to do a literature based English 
course.

The teachers at a number of the case study schools saw a great 
value in these students remaining at school for a further 2 years.  
The achievement of an HSC was one aspect of this value.  Another 
aspect was the belief that education for its own sake was important.

Teachers also commented on the bonding which took place between 
themselves and their classes.  This was not only because the classes 
were small and teachers were afforded more time to work with 
individuals, but also because the nature of the course allowed 
connections to be made at a very personal level.

The vast majority of students at the case study schools expressed 
satisfaction with the course.  They were aware of the range and 
variety of the learning tasks in which they had been involved and 



were able to articulate what it was they had learned by doing them.  
A significant number of students in the schools reported 
improvement in their ability to speak, listen, read and write.  A 
feature of this finding was the number of NESB students who 
reported improvement in their ability to speak effectively.

An interesting finding was the fact that 80% of students in 2 Unit 
Contemporary in 1990 felt they had improved as speakers, while 
49.7% of students in 2 Unit General believed they had improved in 
this same area.  This could reflect the emphasis which the 
Contemporary syllabus gives to speaking and also the more explicit 
teacher direction stated in the syllabus.

Another interesting finding was the number of students who 
reported using the newspaper now as a source of leisure reading.  
In this sense, in the case study schools, the syllabus was seen to be 
achieving a stated aim of encouraging enjoyment in reading.

The Future

The first 2 years of implementation of the 2 Unit Contemporary 
English syllabus have  raised a number of issues which will need to 
be addressed in the future.

Because there are now 3, 2 Unit HSC English courses some schools 
are experiencing problems in staffing the courses.  This is especially 
so in smaller schools.  School 4 in 1989 only offered 2 Unit and 2 
Unit Contemporary to their students with disastrous consequences 
for a number of students who attempted the 2 Unit course: a course 
which for them was inappropriate.  This was a staffing decision 
rather than an educational decision but it had educational 
consequences.  The school subsequently in 1990 offered 2 Unit 
General and 2 Unit Contemporary and dropped 2 Unit.  The problem 
is that in cases such as these students may be forced into a course 
for which they are not suited because of staffing constraints.  
Should this occur in a compulsory subject?

Another concern related to the setting up of the 3 courses is the 
question of what students do in Year 11.  Most schools offer 
students a common experience course for 2 or sometimes even 3 
terms in Year 11.  Basically this sort of course is literature based.  
How appropriate is that kind of offering for students moving into 
Year 11 for whom 2 Unit Contemporary is going to be most 
approriate course in Year 12?  It seems sensible that students who 
need a language based course in Year 12 should also do a similar 
course in Year 11.

It would seem that a number of factors contributed to the success 
of the implementation of 2 Unit Contemporary in the case study 
schools in particular:



• small class sizes;
• committed teachers and supportive executive staff; and 
• students slecting the appropriate course.

What will happen as the course attracts an even bigger candidature 
and classes get larger and the mix of abilities becomes broader?  
What will the effect be on students' examination scores?  Will 
teachers who misunderstand the philosophy of the course and do 
not have the same sympathy with its ideals as do the teachers at 
present be allocated to teach it?  Will the newness wear off and 
exciting new teaching/learning strategies become an orthodoxy? 
Perhaps.   

The Challenge of Retention  mentions the need to change teacher 
perception of students staying on in the post-compulsory years.  
Many teachers still see the purpose of education in Years 11 and 12 
in narrow academic terms.  Unfortunately too, they see the status of 
their subject diminished by the development of courses which are 
not considered 'academically respectable'.  Professional 
development must ensure that teachers have the required skills, 
strategies and philosophies to cater for the new clientele in Years 
11 and 12.  Teachers should also be helped to understand the socio-
political context in which they are working and which now 
demands that students stay on in the post-compulsory years.

Governments of all political persuasions have recognised the need 
to involve young people from all backgrounds in post-compulsory 
secondary education:

early school leaving and the disadvantages that flow from it 
are not randomly distributed.  They fall most heavily on 
families of low socio- economic status.     (In the National Interest, 
Commonwealth Schools Commission, 1987)

A society which is just and fair must take appropriate measures to 
overcome disadvantage.  Only then might we become a fully 
cohesive society.

And now to end the story on a happy note.  "What of the 
metaphor?", I hear you say.  It would seem that those "wild things" 
that were locked into inapproriate courses are not so wild when 
they experience curriculum that is relevant and practical.  Students, 
teachers and parents on a closer look at the syllabus started to see 
things in it that at first were not perhaps visible at first - just like 
Shirley.  And turn to the back of the Paper Bag Princess and you 
will see Princess Elizabeth all dressed up in her paper bag, and 
proud of it, skipping off into the brightest of sunsets leaving behind 
the Ronalds of her world.  Or then again, is the sun rising?       



         


