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Abstract

- This thesis is a history of the politics of education in nineteenth century Westem
Australia with a particular focus on educational administration. It traces the
activities of the educational pioneers in Western Australia and in particular
" synthesises research material from a wide variety of sources to demonstrate and

* explain :

» How and why these pioneers established an education system in
Western Australia.

* The difficulties faced by the pioneers and how they overcame those
difficulties.

o Why the General Board of Education (“the Board™), which was
formed by the early pioneers, was established in 1847.

¢ How and why the Board was terminated in 1871.

To properly explain these issues it has been necessary to research the general
- conditions faced by the early settlers in Western Australia. Chapters one and two
of the thesis provide an overview of the circumstances faced by the pioneers in
Western Australia both generally and specifically with regard to education.
Chapter three of the thesis is unique in that it dwells upon the major internal and
external challenges posed by the Catholic Church’s opposition to the Protestant
makeup and ethos of the General Board that significantly affected church/state

relations and the performance of the General Board in a politically and religiously



turbulent era. Chapters four through to seven deal mainly with the development of

educational administration in light of the General Board’s overall performance.

In order to adequalely trace its establishment and performance during its twenty-
four years of existence 1847 - 1871, the development of the General Board {rom a
mediatory body of clergy and lawyers, to its incorporation in 1856, into the
~Colonial Secretary’s Office, is imperative. This singular event was to eventuaily
lead, to the gradual erosion of the decentralised structures of educational
administration, and the translation of the Board into a civil service agency. This
‘developmental’ theme coincides with its establishment and, along with its
performance, traces the achievements and failures of the General Board from two
perspectives : the level of success achieved by the Board in relation to its original
intentions; and secondly; the influence that external factors, such as the Colony’s
extreme isolation and poverty and the secular and sectarian nature of society had
on the eventual policy outcomes of the Board. An exposition of these extrinsic
factors emerges from an analysis of the interactions of the General Board and its
‘members with those of governors and prominent clergy, and moreover, from an

assessment of its pragmatic and altruistic aims.

This thesis will not only attempt to provide a history of the politics of education in
nineteenth century Western Australia, but would also serve two other purposes.
Firstly, the role and influence of the general Board in determining the fate of

educational administration and education generally, is to be conveyed. And

- secondly, its chief purpose or utility would be to provide the background or
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precursory information to policy initiatives that acted as harbingers of centralised
control, Awareness of the importance of the latter is significant, once it is
understood, thal the General Board, worked in an era when decentralised control,
for both political and philanthropic reasons, was much in vogue. The General
Board’s avid quest to maintain a system of decentralisation, along with public
style education, was examined in terms of the struggle to overcome the autocratic
and populist excesses of governors and some clergy, who attempted the thwart,
the altruistic aims of the original Committee. It is in the struggle that the
dichotomy between public and elementary education, becomes synonymous, with

that of a sectarian and secular system and hence society.

Throughout the thesis a comparative approach was adopted with the educational
systems and developments in Great Britain and the Colony of New South Wales
witi: those of nineteenth century Western Australia. From the comparative
analysis it was concluded that both the centralization of education and its
compulsory status by law were global trends that lay beyond the power of the
General Board to arrest. As a consequence this educational apparatus of the State
cbuld no longer function as intermediary between the competing and
° complementary interests of governors, clergy and the general populace. This was
made poignantly clear with the abolition of the General Board upon the passing of

the Elementary Education Act 1871(W.A).

As an assessment of the formative years in Western Australia of State controlled

education, the thesis attempts to fill the void left behind in past and present
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literature on educational history in Western Australia. In relation to the General
"Bdard, such literature fails to adequately examine its role and significance, in
providing the impetus for the system of education in vogue today. The research is
entirely feasible, easy to manage within the constraints of the word limit and time
- frame for submission. It is made all the more easier with the ready availability of

primary and secondary material. It is hoped, that in filling the void, by way of
| providing a small history of the politics of education in nineteenth century

Western Australia, an original contribution to the current stock of knowledge will

© beachieved.
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CHAPTER ONE

Early Settlement and Educational Foundations of Western Australia

This chapter is designed to focus upon the peculiar or unique sets of
circumstances surrounding the scttlement of Western Australia and how they
relate to its early educational development. It pays particular attention to the
socio-economic and environmental problems faced by the educational progenitors
whether they be political or religious leaders. As such the chapter seeks to explain
why the humble origins of the settiement and the development of education were
interrelated with its admimnistration namely the control or oversight of education
being vested in the political and religious elite. This chapter briefly touches upon
the religious animosity between Protestants and Catholics over their respective
educational systems and how the achievements of the latter fuelled the kind of
sectarian rivalry that led to the inauguration of an Education Committee (later
General Board) in 1847. More than anything the chapter seeks to identify who the
early educational leaders and teacher. were and how they attempted to adapt their
own educational philosophies to a poverty-stricken and isolated colony of the
British Empire. The failure to fully implement their ideas provided the

justification for the emergence of the General Board of Education.

During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the continent that was to be
known as Australia was discovered, firstly, by the Portuguese and many decades later

by the Dutch. Both were en-route to the East Indies to conduct the spice trade. Yet it



was the States General in Holland, who in 1665, ordered that Western Australia should
be called New Holland.! Nearly two hundred years were to lapse before the western
half of the continent could be fully colonised. The colony's carly foundation under the
British, according to Nathanicl Ogle, was not only based upon ‘erroncous principles’,

? Exireme isolation and

but, ‘rather on no principles and suffered great privations’.
poverty coupled with the need to establish a settlement in a hitherto harsh environment
left no scope for any formal settlement plan. As a consequence, provision for
schooling in the early years of the Colony was almost non-existent, as colonists were
compelled to provide their own means for educating their children The Colony's
humble origins are best epitomised in the protracted struggle to secure a mose
congenial settlement on the banks of the Swan River. This proposed arangement
according to Under Secretary of the Colonies, Lord Stanley, was “not the intention of
His Majesty's Government” and therefore, it was “not in his power to comply” with
Captain James Stirling's wishes, “in the manner to which” he alluded.® However, a
dispatch dated a year earlier, from Govemor Darling of New South Wales to Earl
Bathurst in . indon, recommends that Captain James Stirling as Commander of the
Success, establish a settlement on Melville Island to act as a trade route to Timor,

before proceeding to overtake or oust the French from the proposed settlement of the

Swan River.’

Shortly after securing a trade route with the East Indies, Major Lockyer on
Christmas Day, 1826, arriving in the brig Amity, occupied King George Sound
and laid the foundation of Albany, to counter French designs for a colonial

outpost. This was shortly followed in March, 1827, by an inspection of the Swan



River by Captain Stirling.® The site at Albany was not intended to be a permanent
settlement and the troops and convicls that werce initially sent there, were
dispatched to Sydney in 1831.7 The final approval, for the Swan River scttlement
to be established, was in 1829, Howcver, it was Captain Fremantle, who on the
2nd of May 1829, first laid claim to sccuring a sctticment on the south western
coast of New Holland (Western Australia), erecting a small fort; * in what would
later be a port town named in his honour. For the township of Perth, the future
capital of the colony, a site at the foot of Mt Eliza was chosen.” In an cra before
the acceptance of compulsory education in England, the scttlement infrastructure
included no formal commitment to educational matters. All of the cvents

mentioned preceded any formal commitments to education.

On arrival to the colony in June 1829, aboard the Parmelia, Captain James Stirling
was accompanied by the botanist Charles Frazier along with a small detachment
of troops that were sent to protect the early settlers and officials.”” The decision to
inaugurate the new colony was, however, made with some reluctance.!! Yel the
decision by Under Secretary Hay to appoint Captain Stirling as “Common Law
Parliament Head who will have the direction of the colony as Civil
Superintendent”,'? was deemed to be an apt choice. Not so aptly chosen was the
head of the Swan River Company, (designed to promote emigration to the
colony), a Mr. Thomas Peel Esquirc;13 whose administrative incompetence led to
a civil court case against him for the recovery of wages for labour wrought; and

for one family forever associated with the wreck of the Rockingham; inadequate

provisions of food, clothing, lodgings and sleeping.'* The scant supply of



provisions was a noleworthy featurc, not only of Mr. Peel's lack of foresight and
managerial skills'’, but of the colony itself. This sensc of dire poverty combined
with the extreme isolation of the colony, makes the words of noteable educational
historian Donald Rankin appear somewhat apt, when he notes, that ‘the History of
Education in Western Australia differs from the history of most other states in
this, that it began in a small way and continued in a small way, for a long

period’'é.

The unique status of education with regard to its development in the fledgling
colony of Western Australia also, may, along with its poverty and isolation, be
attributed to lack of formal direction and guidance. Thus it is noted in the
writings of Stirling hiumself that he sincerely believed that he was “the first
Govemor who ever formed a settlement without commission, laws, instructions

and salary” "’

. With regard to the provision of schools and churches, Stirling's
intentions were not altogether serious, except for the matter of paying the Coloniai
Chaplain his small stipend; despite being warned by Secretary of State Sir George
Murray to set aside money for the building of educational and religious
establishments'®.  This laissez-faire approach to education, which was the
hallmark of early times, was caused by Stirling’s own very limited education. For
in 1803, at the age of twelve, the First Lieutenant-Governor of Western Australia
entered the Royal Navy and fought against the French in the West Indies, and
was, by the age of 21, Commander of a warship'®. Despite the mistakes that he

made when in office, Stirling was noted for his ‘quiet courage’, ‘tenacity of

purpose’ and ‘evenness of temper’®®. It is also noted of him, by J. S. Battye, that



he was, ‘noble-hearted, kind and liberal ... as true as steel’ and ‘was an excellent

type of the British naval officer at his best.”*'

Mention has already been made of the Colonial Chaplain whose income was
derived from the Office of the Governor. His name was John Burdett Wittenoom,
who due to the nature of his vocation or calling could be considered one of the
educational elite in the colony. He was noted for being a Tractarian, who was
one that adhered more to the Sacramentalist or Catholic side of Anglicanism.
The Tractarian Movement, which emanated from Oxford University, was
characterized by the twin adjectives ‘high’ and ‘dry’. The former because it was
‘noted, for its, °...ecclesiastical sympathies and antique learning’ and the latter for
its, “...unemotional quality, its apparent aridity, its failure to make the dry bones
live’.??  With regard to his educational credentials, Wittenoom received his
schooling at an elite public school in England, namely, Winchester, where he
matriculated in March 1807. From Winchester he went on to Oxford, achieved a
Bachelor of Arts in 1810 and some years later an M.A. and in subsequent years

returned to Oxford to lecture at Brasenose College.”> He is often regarded as the

founding father of education in Western Australia.”®

The extreme isolation and poverty of the colony combined with the lack of
administrative guidance and the conservatism of its early founders, all conspired
to slow the growth of the colony. Each factor had a decidedly negative impact
upon the growth of schools and the status of education. Even though the 1830's

was a period when schooling for poor children was placed squarely upon the



shoulders of churches and charily groups, in the colony of Weslern Australia at
the time, the private and voluntary organisations that were 10 assume
responsibility for cducating the poorer classes were sadly lacking.® Another
constraining factor that was to prove to be problematic over the years, duc to the
unique demographic and cconomic composition of the colony, was the
maintenance of the English class system. The first settlers to the colony
maintained the same social divisions {o which they were accustomed to causing
the emergence of an elite or class based system of education. Thus it is found,
that first colonial Chaplain J. B. Wittenoom as the colony's educational
progenitor, in a letter to Stirling, requests that two types of schools be opened.
These were to consist of a classical or grammar school for ‘the Higher Orders’
and an English School ‘for the inferior classes’; both of which were to be placed
under his direction with classes being conducted under the same roof, namely, the

Court House. 26

Although Wittenoom's request to Stirling was written in 1838, a few months
before the Governor's formal resignation, it nevertheless conveyed the extent of
conservative belief and opinion. Not only was the English class system with its
nuances and traditions to be upheld, but this was meant to denote to pupils what
the status quo in a socio-economic sense meant. This two-tiered system was
desigxxed to replace the former Colonial School, which, with Wittenoom as the
main teacher, working under the guidance of headmaster Mr. Spencer, received
scant financial support.”’ The earliest form of schooling in the colony conducted

by Wittenoom in the Rush Church was entirely restricted to instructing the



‘gentlemanly class’ in the rudiments of : Latin, Greek, Reading, Mathematics,
Moral Instruction and Divinity.”® As a high churchman and ‘die-hard Tory’ who
had a ‘sheltered academic background,'z9 Wilitenoom it seemed was not the best

person to bring about substantive change in education.

Governor Stirling, however, did accede to Wittenoom's request. By August of
1838 the Classical Grammar and English Schools were cstablished at junior and
senior levels for boys, with scholarships being made available for the Grammar
School. However, due to financial problems the school was forced to close after
only one year and its first principal Henry Spencer left the colony to return to
England.’® What the colony desperately needed was a visionary figure who could
steer the course of educational developments towards their desired objective. In
Archdeacon Thomas Hobbes Scott, the right man it was felt, had fortuitously
landed on Western Australia's shores. It was in November of 1829, on his return
to England that Scott found himself shipwrecked and marooned off the Western
Australian coast>® He had a strong vision for the educational development and
status in both colonies offering up suggestions for public grammar schools,
schools for young mechanics, schools for Aboriginal children and a Colonial
University, which, ‘were not typical among his cvt)mtcmparies'.?‘2 Scott it is noted,

worked amicably with first Colonial Chaplain J. B, Wittenoom, agsisting him in

his ecclesiastical duties.>

However, the controversial departure of Scott from the Colony of New South

Wales was generally attributed to the opposition in that colony to a Church and



Schools Corporation as envisaged by him. This Corporation, which was designed
to provide for an Anglican monopoly on education, was closely related to an
attempt to cstablish a State or National religion. It is intercsting to note the
thoughts of Burns concerning its failure and how they pertain to the situation in

Westem Australia ;

The failure of the Corporation effectively demonstrated that,
whatever the ultimate relationship between public education and
religion in Australia, it would never be based on the monopolistic

control of education by any single denomination.”

While Burn’s analysis is also applicable to Western Australia, there are factors
peculiar to its early foundation, climate, demographic composition and
geographical isolation, that sets it apart from the eastern seaboard neighbours.
Such features lend credence to Rankin's claim, mentioned earlier, that the history

of education in Western Australia ‘began in a small way’.

Apart from the obvious lack of administrative guidance and the conservatism of
its founding fathers, the original conditions of settlement are also to blame for the
colony’s slow growth. These conditions clearly stipulated, that it was not in the
best interests of the British Govemment to incur any expense in conveying
settlers, preferring instead to organise a private enterprise endeavour for settlers,
rather than a penal outpost.*®> And furthermore, allowing a twenty one year period

for assessing land which was to be continually improved upon; failure to do so



meant that land could be rectaimed by the Crown.’® The system, whereby, land
had to be continually improved upon before titles could be granted meant that
more land than usual was alicnated, thus hampering the colony's development.”’
Furthermore, the acute loncliness and desolation and for one observer, ‘the horrid
screech’ of the great black or white cockatoo;™ combined with the ‘extreme

aridity’ were not pleasing features to the cyes and ears of some Englishmen.*

The hardships endured by the early settlers, although temporarily assuaged by
moments of seclusion and solitude, did, however, in comparison with the
electrified atmosphere of English life prove to be almost unbearable.*® This all
meant that ‘the struggling settler tended to become a complete materialist,

obsessed with the sheer necessity to survive.”"

It also meant that schooling was
often neglected in favour of household labour. Expressions of disapproval of
Western Australia from settlers arriving back in England,*? sullied its reputation,
contributing in large measure to its slow growth. Furihermore, in matters
pertaining to education, this materialistic or excessive form of pragmatism on the
part of the early colonists generated a groundswell of apathy, So much so, that a
number of decades beyond the first scitlement, the First Bishop of the Church of

England in Perth, Matthew Hale. writing to his daughter Mary, bemoans this sad

feature of colonial life :

It has been terrible uphill work. The people don't care for
education at all. We have, as it were, to force it upon their

families or I do not know what we should come to.*?



The incessant apathy of the populace toward education combined with the tardy
growth of the colony meant that standards of education, along with enrolments
remained low. This was best epitomiscd carly on, as the first teacher to work
alongside Reverend Wittenoom and Mr. Spencer, a Mr. John Cleland, had no
professional status as a teacher, but rather, was more qualified in his trade of

carpentry.™*

With the abrupt departure of Archdeacon Scott, the colony of Western Australia
lost its only truly visionary ‘educational’ figure, Although, by the early 1840's, a
number of notable private schools were founded, such as an institution for young
ladies in Fremantle, which eventually moved to Hay Street in Perth; and a
Grammar School in Perth was opened by William Copeland with a curriculum
including : English Language, Classics, French, Spanish, Portuguese and
Arithmetic, with Dancing and Fencing included as extras;*® the social proclivity of
its early white inhabitants stymied the growth of schools. The sarly colonists to
Western Australia were not from the industrial classes, but were, rather, middle
class gentlemen from impoverished end overcrowded agricultural districts of
England, the younger sons of gentry; who as Phillips notes, ‘...came from an era
of increasing materialism and where a spirit of moralising prevailed.””® Such
people were not averse to the idea that the poor were to remain subordinate to the

rich. ¥’

Morcover in matters that were to define the essential characteristics of education

10



and society in the Swan River colony, early colonists suffered :

The eviis of the schools of their own class : moral earmnestness
degenerating into self-rightcousness, snobbery, an insistence on
commercial education (stemming from emphasis on education for
a living rather than for life), a machine-like tcchnique of teaching,
and an absence of the light that emotional education and sport
given to children. Life was real, life was eamest in schools, and
the guiding spirit behind the education was the same as that

behind society.*®

The moralistic overtones to both education and society, a characteristic feature of
late eighteenth and nineteenth century English life, ensured that the early colonists

were to make ‘..valiant efforis to maintain the social graces, despite the
unaccustomed labouring chores to which both gentlemen and their ladies were
compelled to stoop.””® In 1839 Governor John Hutt succeeded Stirling at a time
of social and economic change that was to have a profound effect upon education.
Unlike many of the colonists Hutt was ‘gifted with the truest spirit of liberality

and tolerance’ and possessed ‘zeal, industry and integrity.”*

According to J.S.
Battye, Hutt ‘performed the functions of his onerous office with honesty, sincerity
and thorough consistency of purpose,” even when his views were mistaken, which

‘carned him the gratitude and affection of the colonists,”*'

However, unlike his predecessor, Hutt did not share the same level of popularity

11



amongst colonists. Noted for being a colonial theorist and zealous land reformer,
he alienated his subjects by the austere measures imposed upon them through
policies of land regulation.” His ‘theoretical’ position was closely attuned to that
of the proponent of systematic colonisation, Edward Gibbon Wakefield, and was
deeply influenced by the economic progress that erupted in the ‘Wakefeldian
colony’ of South Austraiia.>® The central thrust to Wakefield's vision was the ...
application of the principle laid down by him of keeping a constant balance
between capital, land and labour,” which was deemed to ‘have a future beneficial

>4 Yet the same levels of economic success failed to

effect on colonisation.
materialize in the colony of Western Australia, because the augmentation of the
labour supply proved to be both impracticable and costly when weighed against

the size of the initial land grants.®

As a consequence, the vast bulk of the early colonists, almost invariably, teetered
on the brink of poverty and starvation. Yet despite the impoverished
circumstances, Governor Hutt, unlike his predecessor, was more of a visionary.
Although eager to pursue the economic vision of Wakefield, his views in terms of
the education of the masses were remarkably similar. Education was considered
the chief means of improving the morals of society and was almost without
exception, the main vehicle for providing religious instruction.”® For Hutt, this
meant the avid pursuit of moral instruction that was befitting for any civilized
society, His educational policy was interrelated with his views concerning

religion.

12



Hutt espoused a policy of multi-establishment in religion,” which in practice
meant that religious instruction should be liberally afforded based on the tenets of
the Christian faith, given to children of all sects, with the same object in mind --
‘the worship and reverence of the creator, self-restraint, rules of conduct, -- the
attainment of the greatest degree of happiness here, and the hope of heavenly
immortality.”®® Yet in order for the policy to be successfully extended to include
education, social barriers had to be bridged. Thus Rankin notes, that ‘the gentry

were unwilling to have their children associate with those of shopkeepers.”*

Hutt's successor, Governor Clarke, did not have the physical verve or vigour to
carry through the policy of muiti-establishment. He eventually fell ill and died in
office.’® Govemnor Frederick Irwin took over the role of Queen's representative
from Clarke, an army lieutenant, noted for being ‘stern and uncompromising in
regard to all matters of morality’, but was, however, ‘merciful and just in all his

pronouncements.”®

Irwin helped form missionary societies which fostered the
growth of churches, while at the same time legislating for the colony's welfare,
particularly in the case of children, by creating and then authorizing, an Education
Committee in 1847.%> This important Committee was designed to counter the
denominational or sectarian bias to Catholic education, which had gained the
ascendancy over all the religious denominations, in terms of the quantity and
quality of schooling. Irwin's plan, which was meant to be an extension of Hutt's
policy, envisaged the creation of Colonial Schools that would be open to all
Christian denominations, and where, ‘the general principles of Christianity,” were

to be inculcated, ‘by the reading of the Scriptures without note or comment.’®
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In order to successfully achieve his aims for education, in an isolated and poverty-
stricken colony, beset by a modicum of social division, the authorization of an
Education Committee was imperative. There were practical, as well as altruistic
reasons for establishing a form of State controlled cducation. For as late as 1849
only half the children in the colony were receiving any form of cducation, and
even that was in an clementary form, with the numbers of children from rural
areas receiving a formal education being few and far between.®  The
authorization of a committee to oversee the educational affairs of the colony was
designed ‘to instill a single state system’ in contrast to the dual systems of

education operative in the eastern colonies.”’

The primary aims were twofold,
namely : to improve school enrolments through a religiously non-discriminatory
policy, i.e. opening schools for children of all Christian persuasions, and by

fostering a morally just and responsible society via the dissemination of Christian

teaching in schools.

However, this single state system was chiefly designed to ailow the voluntary
system of education to flourish and, under the initial guidance of prominent
clergymen, lawyers and Anglican laypersons to remain deceniralised. This
seemed to be best achieved by the Education Committee (General Board), acting
as mediator between the competing and complimentary interests of governors and
the general populace. This mediatory role was to change once the General Board
became heavily bureaucratized, during the mid 1850's and 1860's. While State

controlled education under the aegis of a General Board is the central topic of this
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thesis, it is written from the period of its establishment in 1847, when it was
briefly referred to as the Commitice, to its termination in 1871, after the
promulgation of the Elementary Education Act. The twin themes of ils
establishment and performance, as conveyed by the subtitle, arc ofien interrclated.
For example, the reason for the eventual acceptance of the ‘plain’ and ‘practical’
education imbued into the Irish National System {discussed in chapters four and
five), is due to the bureaucratic control of State education, eight years afier the
General Board of Education, earlier known as the Committee, was formed in
September 1847.°° The translation of the Committee into a General Board,
followed in 1856, by incorporation into the Colonial Office,®” enabled the
Governor to have more of a direct influence over the implementation of
educational policy initiatives. The major policy initiative at the time, opposed by
the Board, was the introduction of the Irish National System of Education for the

colony.

It appears that in order to adequately trace the establishment and performance of
the General Board of Education during its twenty-four years of existence, an
understanding of its development from an intellectual to a political apparatus of
the State is essential. Such understanding is best derived once the political,
economic, social and religious underpinnings are carefully teased out. What is
intended to be written hereafter, and is the primary focus of the rescarch, is the
performance of the General Board during a highly charged and turbulent era,
politically and religiously. Its performance is assessed in light of its original

objectives and intentions, spanning all the years of its existence. Providing an
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adequate assessment of the Board's performance is possible, once the original
intentions, aspirations and visions, are calegorized as being both pragmatic and
altrutstic. In practical terms the original Committee and later, General Board,
aimed to improve school enrolments, foster growth of schools while al the same
time it attempted to ensure, that educational administration in the colony remained
decentralised. These themes are dealt with in greater detail in chapters four
through to seven which focus upon the political transformation of the General

Board.

The altruistic aims of the General Board can from scrutiny of the primary
evidence be considered ‘visionary’ in emphasis and touch upon : the goal of
achieving a unified and non-sectarian society; respect for Protestant moral and
spiritual values by allowing scope for the Bible to be taught in schools without
note and comment; vision for a morally just and responsible society; and a system
of liberally based education modelled on the English public schools to be
maintained. How the General Board went about achieving its aims are examined
in light of external factors that impinged upon their work. While the most
obvious factor that determined the outcome of the Board's policy initiatives is the
economic status of the colony, other factors relate to the social status of the
colonists, the autocratic nature of many of the governors and the Catholic
challenge to a Board deemed fo be staunchly Protestant and anti-Catholic in both

word and deed.

The remainder of the thesis, will therefore, deal with the performance of the

16



General Board of Education in light of the impact it had on the future decision-
making of governors and clergy as they pertained to Western Australia’s
educational history. It is a modest attempt to provide a history of the politics of
education in Western Australia during an cra when decentrahsed structures were
gradually being croded. This thesis is not intended to be a history of teacher
education, or the history of specific schools, nor docs 1t deul specificafly with
school curricula, but is as the ftitle suggests, a history of cducational
administration. It examines the role and influence of a loyal coterie of men
charged with the task of improving the educational status of the colony and s
children. The thesis will attempt to fill the void left behind in past and present
literature on educational history in Western Australia, which in relation to the
General Board downplays its role and significance in providing the impetus for

the system of education in vogue today.

While A.G. Austin's book titled, : Australian Education 1788-1900Church, State

and Public Education in Colonial Australia and David Mossenson’s work, State

Education in Western Australia 1829-1960, make mention of the General Board

and its members; their role along with their achievements and fattures are treated
in an inconsequential manner, They are never seriously considered as being
influential in terms of the future direction of education and its administration. If
there is one lesson to be gleaned from this thesis, it is, that the Education
Committee and later General Board, had a significant role to play in shaping the
future foundations of Western Australian education; which in tum determined the

kind of wociety that evolved in the colony.
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For purposes of clarification and historical validity, the activities and policies of
the Board when it was briefly referred to as the Education Committee, at the time
of its authorization in 1847, will, in kecping with the historical record, be ascribed
to the General Board.® At every juncture, an attempt will be made, to at least
address the following sets of questions : (i) How effective was the General
Board of Education in carrying out its original intentions when faced with (a) the
autocratic and populist excesses of governors and some clergy; and (b) factors
cxtrinsic to the Board's work of a socio-economic nature that impinged upon its
progress? And; (ii) in what sense could the General Board's promotion of public
style education to achieve its ultimate vision or utopia : a unified society founded
on Christian principles; be partly responsible for the administrative changes
leading to Governor Weld's compromise, the Elementary Education Act 1871;
given the fact that colonial society was by its very nature, strongly secular and

sectarian?
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CHAPTER TWO

The Reasons for the 1847 Committee and the Establishment of the General

Board of Education

Foliowing on from the previous chapter this one sceks to account for the reasons
or justifications for the establishment of a General Board of Education in
nineteenth century Western Australia. As such the chapter is not only an
extension of the first but is specifically designed, 10 explain the preconditions that
set the tone for the politico-religious struggles encountered by the Board. These
themes are expanded upon in the subsequent chapters and are integral to the
General Board’s demise along with its achievements and failures. The chapter
serves as a prelude to the political and religious tensions that impacted upon the
Board’s performance. It does so by attempting to convey why the unique socio-
economic, demographic, religious and political circumstances in the fledgling
colony of Western Australia determined the overall shape and scope of education.
An attempt is made throughout to convey how early developments in Western
Australian education or schooling equated with similar advancements made by
educationalists in both England and the colony of New South Wales. The
pressing need to improve school enrolments along with the curriculum is viewed
in terms of the moral crusade that not only underpinned the Victorian ideal, but

was an integral part of the vision shared by each member of the General Board.

According to educational historian John K. Ewers the carly history of education in
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Western Australia is deemed to be interesting from two perspectives; firstly,
historically, ‘because it shows that one hundred years ago in this State a daring
experiment in equal educational opporiunitics for all classes was launched’; and
secondly, sociological, in that, it ‘showed how and why that experiment was
brought to an abrupt end’.' The experiment that Ewers is referring to occurred
one hundred years prior to his lecture having been presented at the Royal Western
Australian Historical Society. It was an experiment in State controlled education
under the auspices of an Education Committee, which was shortly translated into a
General Board of Education. However, the abrupt demise of the Committee come
General Board, afier almost twenly-four years of existence, is equally, if not in
some instances, political in nature. Faced with having to balance the competing
interests of the populace with those of governors and clergy, the General Board
lost its role as mediator or spokesperson once the Elementary Education Act of
1871 was passed by the new Legislative Council. This in effect abolished the
General Board replacing it with a Central Board of Education, charged with the
oversight of Govemment and Assisted (denominational) Schools. Yet the period
from the inauguration of the Committee or General Board to its termination in
1871, provides unique insights into the reasons for its establishment, as well as,

accounting for its successes and fatlures and hence performance.

Factors Contributing to the Apathy of the Populace Toward Education

Before delving info the reasons why the establishment and performance of the

General Board was more of a politico-historical rather than sociological
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phenomenon, it is imporfant to discuss what the preconditions werc which
altowed those imbued with populist sentiment namely governors and clergy to
determine policy outcomes in education. These range in scope from the slow
population growth of the Colony resulting in low school enrolments, lack of
educational resources, inexperience and incompetence of colonists lo farm the
land, economic hardships, starvation, shortages of labour, class-based nature of
colonial society, materialism and apathy of the populace, and sectarian nivalry.
Each needs to be examined in three ways using a comparative approach. Firstly,
as events that are germane to the Colony of Western Australia, secondly how the
inter-relation of education along with socio-economic and cultural phenomenon
compare with the British dimension to educational policy, and finally
comparisons with the Colony of New South Wales need to be made. These
comparisons are essential for highlighting the fact, that educational decision-
making, in a colony as remote as Western Australia, was never given serious

consideration, by the Imperial or Colonial Governments.

Beginning with population and school enrolment statistics it is possible to gauge
the nub of the problem that faced governors, clergy and the General Board when

devising policy initiatives in education. From the Western Australian State

Register or Blue Book for the year 1847, the population figures for the Colony as

determined by each county was as follows: Perthshire 1,493 males and 1,231
females, Yorkshire 298 males and 123 females, Toodyay 120 males and 99
females, Jursey 104 males and 86 females, Wellington 247 males and 150 females

and Murray 102 males and 44 females.? In terms of school enrolments the Perth
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Free School for Boys and Girls under the guardianship of Mr. Darce Williams had
15 boys and 35 girls in attendance, the Fremanile General Free School conducted
by Mr. Owen had 24 boys and 16 girls in attendance and the Albany Free School
had 10 boys and 18 girls in regular attendance.’ Figurcs for the following year
contain vital information on the status of Catholic cducation in the colony. The
Roman Cathelic Church in both Perth and Fremantle housed Free Boys and Girls
Schools that were administered clerically, by the Christian Brothers and Sisters of
Metcy respectively.! Furthermore, these religious orders not only pooled their
resources and educational expertise, but allowed the children of Protestant parents
to attend the schools.” Thus Catholic education in the early life of the colony was

operating on a far greater level of sophistication than its Protestant counterparts.

The burgeoning growth of Catholic education in a predominantly Anglican and
Protestant colony was a major or decisive factor for the inauguration of an
Education Committee. Yet the Anglican and Protestant churches failure with the
exception of the Methodists, in the early years of the colony, to adequately
respond to the intellectual needs of the colonists' children, may be due in part to
the types of schools established by them and their clientele. For the schools that
were established in the early days of the colony were not practically oriented
enough to attract a sizeable number of male scholars. What the Blue Books reveal
is that, despite the disproportionate number of males to females, enrolments of
girls in Free Schools was in percentage terms higher than that for their male
counterparts. This statistic alone is proof that the largely ‘academic’ nature or

curriculum of the schools acted as a deterrent for the commercially or practically
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minded colonists. Thus household chores and farm labouring took precedence
over booklore. This is further compounded during Western Australia's era of
convictism as population figures for 1850 reveal. Out of a population of 4,654
more than 50% were living in Perth, Fremanile and environs with the rest
scattered to the east and south on farms or in very small rural communities.® The
gradual dispersal of the population made it even harder for the General Board to
both police and initiate the changes required in education. Thus as Rankin notes,
‘an inadequate population militated against any pronounced progress”
Furthermore, the dispersal of the population of the colony was considered a factor
that made it difficult to ‘utilise the channels that have assisted the educational

development of other countries’.?

Added to this sense of frustration borne out of extreme isolation and loneliness,
was an acute shortage of educational resources along with slow and unreliable

communication, which is strikingly conveyed by Rankin:

Books were few, communtication was unreliable and many of the
early settlers were isolated and illiterate. They were content to
make their experiences of an intense life, their substitute for

education.’

The excessive pragmatism displayed by most of the early Colonists, as evidenced
by placing household labour above scholarly aftainments was in a sense

justifiable. A chronic shortage of schoolbooks in the form of speliers and
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copybooks, meant that such vital educational material had to be imported into the
colony by those parents who planned to have their children instructed in the skills

of reading and writing."

And furthermore, despite the carly cfforls of the
Education Committee in attempting to import schoolbooks, children attending
schools, were often required to bring books from home.'' Only children of the
well-to-do could procure such material, thus highlighting the elite nature of
schooling in the carly years of the colony. This genuine lack of educational

material deterred many parents from allowing their children to be absolved of

their labouring chores to attend school.

Furthermore, elite or middle class schooling that was established although largely
undenominational in emphasis, contained a number of schoolmasters ‘of poor
quality’, who like Mr. John Gibson B.A. ‘possessed the highest academic
qualification’, but appeared ‘also to have been one of the least competent’.'? This
lack of competent teachers found in the most elite of schools, namely, the
Colonial, was failing to attract male scholars. As a consequence enrolments in
such public style schools were very meagre indeed. Yet it was felt that a lack of
an education system would have a negative effect on emigration.” As such
attempts were made however sporadic to provide schooling for young Colonists.
Yet such attempts could not deter the general populace fiom their agricultural
pursuits, despite the fact that many of the early immigrants to Western Australia
were lacking in the requisite farming skills.!* Governor Stirling's dispatch to Sir

George Mumray aptly sums up the situation:
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Among the scttlers who have since arrived some disappointment
has arisen in consequence ol their being an pgeneral little
accustomed to cncounter hardskips and in all cases too sanguine

in the expectations they have entertained respecting the country.

However, despite the somber reflections of the first governor he is notortous for
having ‘met and conquered the difficulties’, while preparing ‘a path in the

wildemess, which those who now follow will find leading to a promised land"."

The pursuit of the matenalistic dream, buoyed by the early optimism of the
colonists over the colony’s agricultural potential, was at the expense of education
or intellectual attainments. However, the dream was soon to be shattered when 1t
was realized that most land was suited to stock-gradeing rather than agriculture
and that the physical degradation of the soil, traceable to natural physical
conditions, coupled with generous land grants and faulty human matenal, meant
that the threat of famine was an ever present reality.'” Also the hardwocd forests
were extremely difficult to clear.'® Yet the slow growth of the colony resulting in
meagre school enrolments may be attributed to a myriad of reasons, as Kimberley

outlines :

The enormous size of some grants, the want of cooperation between
settlers and their friends at home, the absence of the true colonising
spirit, the inability of many to apply their capital and labour to the

right channels, the speculative instinct which was so predominant,
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the lack of ready money, the injurious reports circulated far and
wide, and the sins of many of the servants themselves, combined to

retard progression and to precipitate distress.'”

And yet the privations suffered by the early colonists were further compounded by
their lack of knowledge or comprehension of when to sow harvests as seasons

occurred in opposite months to England.?’

Moreover, the most productive land for agricultural purposes was to be found in
the colonies of New South Wales and Van Diemen's land*' and not as it was
originally supposed, in Western Australia. To further complicate matters, an
acute labour shortage, had a detrimental effect on the economy, which only
improved once convicts were shipped out to the colony in 1849.2 Thus as Powell

notes:

Many gave themselves up to despair and left the seftlement
without ascertaining its resources, or attempting to overcome
these difficulties, which are the invariable attendants upon the

establishment of a new colony.”

This lack of a pioneering or colonizing spirit among many due to the poverty of
the environment and its people, who toiled with it, had a negative impact upon
education. It clearly meant that colonists had to provide their own means for

educating their children.? It also denoted that the obsession with the economic
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exigencies of life to the expense of scholarly atlainments was proving to be
detrimental to the colony morally. Though in relation to the education of girls, the
moral dimension was imparted. To ciie one cxample, those girls receiving
education in dame schools, were taught ‘manners, morals and plain religious

education, in preference to great accomplishment.’?

However the quest of
imparting morality to young Colonists was further compounded as already
mentioned by inadequate or scant educational malenial. To further complicate
matters, it was only social elites such as the Tanner family who were best able to
acquire suitable reading material for their children and thus provide them with a

decent education.?®

The Class-based Nature of Early Schooling and the Need for Mora! Reform

The quest to improve school enrolments while at the same time ensuring that
education had a moral as well as an intellectual foundation was a venture targeted
toward the children of the middie-classes. When the gentry or press discussed the
need for schools in Perth, they, according to Stannage, ‘thought primarily of the

children of the investing class’.’

These children enjoyed the benefits of a
classical education, whilst the so-called ‘inferior classes’, under the initial
guardianship of Reverend Wittenoom, were taught only the three R's.® Thus an
education in Latin, Grammar, Mathematics, Languages, Music, Drawing, Dancing
and Needlework, was only suitable for well-to-do children and deemed to be

inappropriate for other children.’ This class-based nature of education meant that

it was to be entirely funded by parents and not the State and that the Colonial
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Schools were not to teach {oo much, in order, that there be plenty of scope for

private education later on.*

However, private schools such as the one run by Dr. Shipton and his wife for
young ladies at Fremantle, which offered free medical attention for pupils,’! were
few and far between. The poverty-stricken nature of the colony and most of its
inhabitants militated against any pronounced change in the area of privately
funded education. This is bome out by the historical records themselves, which
invariably presents public-style education as being the sole prescrve of the upper
classes. This is classically illustrated in part of a letter written by fourteen year
old Anne Leake, in which she writes, ‘I do not quite neglect my studics as papa
and I devote an hour or two almost every day to reading French.”> Thus the
luxury of learning the most popular foreign lang