Flying the flag for mainstream
Australia

Anna Clark

n June 2004, the Prime Minister, John Howard, and the former Federal Minister for

Education, Brendan Nelson, announced a new $31 billion federal education package

in which funding would be tied to a National Values Framework.! The increased
government support would be contingent on the implementation of several policy
initiatives “that will underpin the Australian Government’s national priorities, shaping
our schools over the next decade”. These requirements included two hours of
compulsory exercise for students every week, adoption of a national safe-schools
framework and installation of a “functioning flagpole” to fly the Australian flag. “Thisis a
major investment in Australia’s future,” their joint media release promised. “It will leave
us better equipped to face the global future and help us build on our long traditions of
innovation and technical excellence.”2

While it was not made clear exactly how the teaching and learning of these values might
be undertaken, their importance was obvious: they would educate the nation, there would
be reporting measures to ensure schools were being held accountable, and they were
intrinsic to “Australia’s future”. The initiative was designed to support greater national
consistency in schooling, such as a standard school starting age and the promotion of
educational standards. “Better reporting to parents”, “transparency of school
performance”, and “making values a core part of schooling” framed the policy. Moreover,
“every school must have a functioning flagpole, fly the Australian flag and display the
values framework in a prominent place in the school, as a condition of funding”.2

The “core values” and “flagpoles” push came five months after the Prime Minister
had criticised Australian state schools for being “too politically correct and too values-
neutral”.4 He claimed that students were leaving the public-school system because it
failed to promote “mainstream” Australian values. The acting Minister for Education,
Peter McGauran, explained the Government’s position: “There is a growing trend that is
discernible to parents that too many government schools are either value-free or are
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hostile or apathetic to Australian heritage and values,” he said. “Parents, a great many of
them, are worried by a trend within some government schools away from the values that
they want imparted to their children.” 3

Many Australians supported the Government’s public commitment. On the ABC
online forum, “husky65” maintained that the move would encourage Australian
patriotism. “I don’t see a problem with giving proud Australian kids a chance to express
that pride. I can see why a bitter, leftist teachers” union would be opposed to such a basic
idea though.”® Another, “proud2baussie”, agreed the initiative was a positive one: “To
dismiss this great idea is moronic. I totally support the concept and am proud to be
Australian and show our symbols with pride.”? Robert Buick wrote to The Gold Coast
Bulletin and complained, “Some Australians object to the flying of the nation’s flag within
government precincts including schools. To them I say this, “‘What’s your heritage and
why live here if you don’t support our national emblem?” All nations fly their flag
proudly and so should we.”8

Others were far from convinced.

Polly Price wrote to The Sydney Morning Herald and suggested that the Prime Minister
“make the overweight kids shin up the flagpole daily. That should do it.”? Fiona
Buchanan was more critical in The Age: “John Howard, education should not have
conditions. It is essential, with or without a functioning ﬂagpole.”m A number of
politicians also wondered how Australian values would be advanced by flying the
nation’s flag in schools. NSW Labor Premier, Bob Carr, suggested that the Federal
Government would foster more patriotism by funding a “core library” in every school of
history, geography and culture “than buying a flagpole” 1! Meanwhile, in Canberra, the
Capital Territory’s Minister for Education, Katy Gallagher, and then Democrats senator,
Aden Ridgeway, claimed that regulations on flying the national flag would prevent
schools flying the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags to promote reconciliation. A
spokesperson for Brendan Nelson said that, while the Commonwealth would contribute
$1,500 for each school to receive a single flagpole, multiple flagpoles would have to be
paid for by the school.12

The significance of this debate is not in determining the worth of the Australian flag, or
even the legitimacy of Australian values per se, but the ways in which these national
symbols have been co-opted into a divisive and politicised contest over Australia’s
identity. This alignment of educational values with the values of the nation itself is the
latest outbreak of the so-called “history wars” — a dispute over Australian heritage and
identity that has been played out over history books and syllabuses, national
commemorations and public institutions around the country. And it is contingent on a
troubling paradox: the rhetoric of national unity and pedagogical standards that has
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characterised the development of the values framework implicitly capitalises on
perceived divisions in Australian society (us/them, Australian/unAustralian, and so
forth). The nationalisation of teaching so-called “values” is a potent political manoeuvre,
but one that rests on a construction of unified national identity premised on division.

he language that shaped the development of the values framework has

characterised the discourse of the Coalition since it campaigned for the federal
election in 1996. Then, John Howard loudly opposed what he felt had been a left-wing
domination of Australia’s story under the Labor government of Paul Keating and,
instead, promised to govern for “all of us”. Like the values framework, Howard’s “all of
us” invoked a shared Australian identity, and it was used alongside similarly vague
collectives, such as “mainstream Australia”. It also became an astute conservative slogan
that played off social anxieties for political gain; as Noel Pearson contended, it implied an
Australia “for all of us (but not them)”. 13

The political effort to reclaim Australia’s story on behalf of the “mainstream” has been
particularly critical in schools — a vital site for defining and reproducing the national
narrative. As a guest on the program of the talkback radio host John Laws soon after his
government’s election, Howard denounced history curricula that presented students
with an apparently biased version of their past. A number of syllabuses used “invasion”
to describe the colonisation of Australia by Europeans, and had begun to include
information about the “stolen generations” — the term used to describe the forcible
removal of thousands of Aboriginal children from their families by governments and
agencies from the late nineteenth century until the second half of the twentieth century.
“To tell children whose parents were not part of that treatment,” he contended, “to tell
children who themselves have been no part of it, that we're all part of it, that we're part of
a sort of racist and bigoted history, is something that Australians reject.”14 The word
“invasion”, he maintained, should never have been in the syllabus in the first place.13

Three years later, Howard reiterated his belief that children should not be made to feel
guilty about Australia’s colonial past. He said it was wrong to impose a “politically
correct version of history” on children and make them say sorry in class for past wrongs.
Young pupils would not understand what they were doing, Howard said, and should
not apologise for the actions of previous generations. “I have a rather old-fashioned, but I
think valid, view, that you apologise for things for which you are responsible,” he said. 16
Howard'’s historical approach needs to be examined here, for he effectively sanctions a
particular version of Australia’s past at the expense of any contrasting narratives. Such a
view holds that Australia’s history is “our history”. Meanwhile “their” history, to
reinvoke Pearson, is dismissed as marginal and extreme.
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It is not enough to simply dismiss the development of the values framework as
conservative polemic. As much of the response revealed, the development and
implementation of national values for schools generated considerable public support. The
desire to teach a cohesive narrative and identity in schools is a deeply held conviction for
many Australians. Nevertheless, the government strategy to capitalise on such anxieties
and national desires is significant, and it reveals a cogent effort on its part to define, and
then appease, “mainstream Australia” over a range of potentially divisive and contested
images.

he conjecture over the values framework and installation of functioning flagpoles in

schools reanimated the wider anxiety over the history wars. Government calls to
strengthen the teaching of Australian heritage and values were represented in the media
over many months and became a heated public issue. To be sure, the contested
connections between national identity and education are certainly telling: the argument
for defining core values sees Australian identity being forged through its history; “our
children”, meanwhile, are a powerful symbol of its future.

But what happens when “our citizens of tomorrow” are barely aware of their rights
and responsibilities as Australians? Anxiety over teaching Australian heritage and
identity has been bolstered by concern that children do not know enough about their
national history or political institutions. In the lead-up to the Centenary of Federation in
2001, various surveys revealed that more Australians knew the presidents of the United
States than Australia’s own leaders. Only 36 per cent of respondents could identify
Edmund Barton as an Australian politician and fewer than 45 per cent could respond
when asked what Federation meant.1” In the context of such apparently grave national
illiteracy, the Government’s push to prescribe Australia’s values became even more
critical.

Yet moves to teach these values deemed beyond dispute continued to be dogged by
just that. When McGauran warned against the “jettisoning of traditional values and the
heritage of Australia”, he noted that a school in Western Australia had cancelled its
Anzac Day celebrations. And he added that some schools in Victoria and NSW had
banned nativity plays because few of the children in those schools came from Christian
backgrounds. Despite the sentiment of national coherence, then, discussion surrounding
the values framework revealed how contested expressions of national identity and
history really are. The controversy surrounding the framework belied its rhetoric of
national co-operation, accountability and values.
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ollowing the London terrorist bombings in 2005, Brendan Nelson relaunched the

National Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools, and set out the
nine values for Australian students: care and compassion; doing your best; fair go;
freedom; honesty and trustworthiness; integrity; respect; responsibility; and
understanding, tolerance and inclusion.

Furthermore, Nelson designed a poster of the values “and over the top of it”, he said,
“I've superimposed Simpson and his donkey as an example of what's at the heart of our
national sense of emerging identity”.18 The story of the unarmed digger and his donkey
rescuing wounded soldiers at Gallipoli was the stuff of legend, “and he represents
everything that's at the heart of what it means to be an Australian”.12

According to Nelson, essential Australian values emerged not just from its history but
its myths, and if schools were not persuaded by the likes of Simpson (or his donkey), they
should reconsider their place in Australian society. “If you want to be in Australia, if you
want to raise your children in Australia, we fully expect those children to be taught and to
accept Australian values and beliefs,” Nelson maintained. “We want them to understand
our history and our culture, the extent to which we believe in mateship and giving
another person a hand up and a fair go. Basically, if people don't want to be Australians
and they don’t want to live by Australian values and understand them, well, basically,
they can clear off.”20

As we have seen in debates over the history wars, the official desire to define
Australia’s identity is nothing new — and the co-option of national myths such as
Simpson’s to supplement “Australia’s story” are surely part of that official construction of
national character2! What stands out in the values framework is the way the
Government tied education funding to its implementation; and, further, the way it used a
rhetoric of national cohesion and educational accountability to justify the prescription of
national values in schools. Values such as compassion and integrity are laudable. Even
the ideals of mateship and heroism in the Simpson story have important lessons. The
limitations of the framework are contained in the discourse that sustains it — in particular,
the insistence on an Australian identity that is unique and innate. The development of the
values revealed an explicit appeal to national unity in the face of mounting tension over
Australian identity.

Ultimately, the push to define Australian values and prescribe them in schools was far
from consensual. Muslim schools furiously defended their existing curriculum approach,
and insisted that they already taught Australian values to their students. Silma Ihram, the
principal of the Noor Al Houda Islamic College in Sydney, said that “every community
has to prove their value to Australian society and our students are doing that”.22 In other
words, it is not the teaching of values to Australian children that is intrinsically
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problematic but how these values have been used politically to bolster an interpretation
of Australian identity that is at once universal and exclusive.

“We want them to understand our history and our culture,” Nelson demanded.2® But
who are “we”, and what is “ours”? This insistence on Simpson and a functioning flag
pole as proud expressions of Australian identity revealed just how restricted the values
framework had become. Indeed, the heated response to this debate illuminates its real
tension: namely, the unifying impulse to teach national history, narrative and identity,
and the explicitly contested nature of such ideas.

1 Values Education Study Final Report (Carlton South, Vic: Curriculum Corporation, 2003); A Draft National
Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools (Canberra: Department of Education, Science and
Training, 2004); Andrew Fraser, “Parents fly the way on poles”, Canberra Times, June 29, 2004.

2 John Howard and Brendan Nelson, “The Australian Government’s Agenda for Schools — Achievement
Through Choice and Opportunity” (Brendan Nelson Media Centre, 2004).

3 Ibid.
4 Mark Riley, Linda Doherty and Kelly Burke, “Backlash over PM’s attack on public schools”, The Sydney
Morning Herald, January 21, 2004. See also: Editorial, “An uneducated guess about school values”, The

Age, January 22, 2004.

3 Cited in Chee Chee Leung, Orietta Guerrera, with Annabel Crabb, “Private, public schools hit PM”, The
Age, January 21, 2004; Riley, “Backlash over PM’s attack on public schools”.

8 ABC Online Forum (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, June 23, 2004 [cited July 20, 2004]); available
from http://www2b.abc.net.au/news/forum/newsonline1/archives/archive29/default.shtm.

T Ibid.

8 Robert Buick, letter, The Gold Coast Bulletin, June 26, 2004.
9 Polly Price, letter, The Sydney Morning Herald, July 1, 2004.
10 Fiona Buchanan, letter, The Age, June 26, 2004.

1 Bob Carr, Welcome Address (paper presented at Visions: 12th Biennial National Conference of the
Australian Historical Association, Newcastle, July 5-9, 2004).

12 “Too few poles to go round under protocols”, Canberra Times, June 23, 2004.

13 The Australian, November 22, 1996.

14 Cited in Judith Brett, The Age, November 8, 1996.

15 Editorial, “An invasion indeed”, The Sydney Morning Herald, September 26, 1995.

16 Clinton Porteous, “Pupils should not say sorry, says PM”, The Herald Sun, June 5, 1999.

From Griffith REVIEW Edition 11 — Getting Smart: The battle for ideas in education
© Copyright 2006 Griffith University & the author.



7 “Students ignorant of history”, The Courier-Mail, October 16, 2000.

18 Samantha Hawley, “Brendan Nelson addresses Islamic schools on Australian values”, Australian
Broadcasting Corporation, http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2005/s1445094.htm (accessed
September 22, 2005).

19 Ben Haywood, “Battlelines drawn on values”, The Age, September 5, 2005; Samantha Hawley, “Teach
Australian values or ‘clear off’, says Nelson”, Australian Broadcasting Corporation,
http://www.abc.net.au/pm/content/2005/s1445262.htm (accessed September 22, 2005).

20 Gited in Matthew Pinkney, “Values, by jingoism!”, The Herald Sun, August 29, 2005.

21 peter Cochrane, Simpson and the Donkey: The Making of a Legend (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University
Press, 1992).

22| jjlian Saleh, “We are good Aussies — Muslim schools defend the values they teach”, The Daily
Telegraph, August 25, 2005.

3 My emphasis.

From Griffith REVIEW Edition 11 — Getting Smart: The battle for ideas in education
© Copyright 2006 Griffith University & the author.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


