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Civics and citizenship education was once a strong part of our education system. Many older Australians will remember saluting the flag, taking the oath of allegiance and learning about our political system and our history.


Unfortunately, since the days of Vietnam moratoriums and the Woodstock generation, these are the very things that our schools no longer teach. In part, this is because many teachers argue that education should be based on the child’s background and interests.


Subjects like history and geography have disappeared, to be replaced by electives such as community studies, current affairs and individualised project work. Students are no longer expected to memorise dates or events, or learn the names of famous historical figures.


Many teachers also argue that students find the more traditional style of teaching boring. The alternative is to make learning immediately attractive and enjoyable by concentrating on whatever is the current ‘big’ event or the latest educational fad.


Finally, many believe that it is wrong to teach Australian history and culture because we are a multicultural society. The arrival of the First Fleet, for example, should not be taught because Aborigines would find it offensive. The classics of our literature are unacceptable because they are based on values which are white, middle class and patriarchal. 


In its extreme form, this approach to multicultural diversity treats all cultures equally. There is no history that we hold in common and each group in society must be allowed to celebrate its own story and its own sense of unique community.


The result of this politically correct view of education is that young people have a superficial knowledge of our political system and our culture. Worse still, very few students understand that being part of society entails responsibilities as well as rights.


Thankfully, there are signs that the educational pendulum might be swinging back the other way. As a result of the recent Federal budget, some 14 million dollars has been put aside to teach civics and citizenship education to all Australian students.


The arguments in support of this initiative are many. Firstly, multiculturalism can only survive if all young people are taught that tolerance, respect for personal liberty and a commitment to democracy are worthwhile ideals.


Such ideals form the common ground on which our civic culture rests and it should be obvious that a commitment to such a way of life does not arise intuitively or by accident, it has to be taught.


Secondly, if students are to become critically informed citizens, able to shape the political process and to contribute to the well being of society, there is a critical mass of skills, knowledge and understanding without which participation is impossible.


All students have the right to be taught about our federal system of government, the fact that our legal system grew out of English common law and how Australia’s conciliation and arbitration system developed. To do otherwise is to advantage some while leaving the others culturally illiterate.


Equally as important as the mechanics of our political and legal systems are an awareness and appreciation of the underlying values on which our democratic system is based and from which it grew. 


To this end students should also know something about such things as ‘popular sovereignty, ‘civic culture’ and ‘natural justice’. The focus should be an historical one where students, hopefully, begin to realise that many of the social issues and dilemmas we now face are part of a long tradition of inquiry and debate.


Democracy in ancient Greece and Rome, our Judeo-Christian view of the world, Magna Carta, the Enlightenment and the writings of Hobbes, Locke, Burke and Pain have all contributed to what we now take for granted as our birth right.


Indeed, events like the Eureka Stockade, the fight for universal franchise and the growth of the trade union movement can only be fully understood when seen in the context of our struggle for liberty, justice and human dignity.


Similarly, the old age pension, child endowment and the end of the White Australia Policy are practical outcomes of a commitment to a particular view of human nature and civic society. A view summed up in the American Declaration of Independence as: 


“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”


It is ironic that those who are most vocal about ‘empowering’ others are the very people selling students short. No amount of rhetoric about equity and social justice can disguise the fact that the best way to help disadvantaged groups is to give them a rigorous and comprehensive civics education.
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