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Comment on History in the National Curriculum

30 May 2010

Dear Mr Hill

Please find below comments from the Australian Association for Environmental Education on the draft History curriculum.
AAEE is concerned at the scant attention given to sustainability thinking and understanding in the draft History curriculum. Reference to sustainability perspectives only occurs in the brief Cross curriculum dimensions section of the draft curriculum document. While limited reference is made to environment, it is mainly in the context of “human use of the environment” rather than how humans see environment, how human societies have shaped or impacted on the environment, and how the quality of the extant or resulting environment has impact on the shape of societies.

Learning in History is both informed by and informs the interpretation of significant and complex environmental and cultural interrelationships over time. History has a central role in investigating how and why these interrelationships have changed over time and how these changes might impact on the sustainability of societies, and ultimately humanity, in the future. 

Ronald Wright says in a short history of progress, ‘The great advantage we have, our best chance for avoiding the fate of past [failed] societies, is that we know about those past societies. We can see how and why they went wrong. Homo sapiens has the information to know itself for what it is……..Now is our last chance to get the future right.’ 

(Pp131 - 132 Wright, Ronald (2004), a short history of progress, Text Publishing, Melbourne, Australia.)

In the National History draft curriculum, time is primarily limited to the past and the present. Little acknowledgement or connection with futures thinking and futures learning occurs in the document. The relevance of futures thinking to contemporary curriculum is highlighted by the work of Teaching Australia in the recently published document entitled “Teaching for Uncertain Futures,” (2008). This omission needs to be addressed in the final drafts of the History curriculum.

AAEE believes the very limited inclusion of the natural environment as a significant force that has shaped and been shaped by humanity’s cultural, social and political processes from earliest times is a concern. Environment is listed in a Year 8 Asian Depth Study as one of five factors that may have ‘contributed to the rise and/or to the subsequent demise of the [Asian] society’. This would seem to display a lack of understanding in the curriculum of the interconnections between natural (ecological) capital, social capital and economic capital and how the connected health of each determines whether a civilization flourishes or declines or fails over time, as Wright so clearly documents in a short history of progress. 

Substance must be given to the claim in the Rationale that ‘the study of history (sic the National history curriculum) enables students to contribute more effectively to creating the future.’ This claim is currently hollow because the critical study of how civilizations have seen and engaged with their natural environment is ignored. While such content is suggested in the sustainability as a cross-disciplinary dimension section none of the Year levels curriculum content outlines refer to sustainability or sustainable patterns of living. 

The History curriculum needs a stronger focus on the relationships between human societies and the environments in which they existed.

AAEE recommends that “How societies and civilizations have seen, connected with and impacted on and were impacted by their natural environment” be included as part of Knowledge and Understanding in all levels of the curriculum. 

For example the impact of colonisation on the natural environment of regions supports students to more fully understand the consequences of colonisation through time, which continues to impact in the present day. 

This point is particularly critical for understanding the 60,000 plus years of human connections with Australia’s natural environments. Students should investigate how indigenous Australian cultures and British colonial culture understand and connect differently with the laws of nature and living with the land. They should learn about the environmental consequences of these diverse environmental worldviews (philosophies) and what they mean for present and future Australia and the world. It is much more than an inclusion of ‘impacts on environment’ in Early Contact in Year 4.

In an interview on Life Matters, ABC Radio National (19/5/10), John Ralston Saul said that when looking at people and environment relationships, Canadians and Australians are fortunate because Indigenous traditions (philosophies) of people and land spiritual connections still exist, and these can help us challenge our Western tradition of ‘people versus nature’.

Through gaining such understandings of humanity’s connections with the natural environment through time and the consequences of the connections, students will be better able to take part as informed citizens in research, discussions and decision making for present and future societies to progress in accord with Earth’s natural capital.

Learning through history has a vital role in a forward-looking curriculum that supports and encourages students to be effectively involved in co-creating more sustainable futures.

The National History curriculum must recognise and take up this challenge.

Yours faithfully
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Phil Smith

President AAEE

