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Summary

This research examines the history of a contemporary problem—the positioning of
adolescence as a dangerous turning point between childhood and adulthood and the hope
that school and literacy can make adolescence safe. This problematisation is examined
genealogically to consider how adolescence, schooling and English/literacy were placed
together in the first three decades of the twentieth century in South Australia. The study
utilises curriculum and educational texts from the early twentieth century as data which
are examined using methods of genealogy, curriculum-historical inquiry and critical
discourse analysis. The methodological and theoretical tools employed in the study are

explained in Section 1.

Section 2 surveys the literature which considers the history of the ideas of childhood and
adolescence, as well as studies of adolescent schooling and English/literacy curriculum.

This survey provides analytic categories for the examination of the data corpus as well as
an historical context for schooling and English/literacy curriculum in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries.

Section 3 explores the discourses that operated to constitute schooling and adolescence in
South Australia and shows that these discourses clustered around three major problems—
the training of the older child into appropriate forms of culture; the growth of the older
child through racially informed stages of development; and the efficient management and
promotion of the talents of the older child. The adolescent can be seen, not as shaped by a
conscious coordinated project operating in the interests of a particular ideology or class,
but as constituted within a range of overlapping, parallel and contradictory teleologies,

programs and practices.

Section 4 examines the English/literacy curriculum as a particularly open and productive
site for constituting the adolescent in the early twentieth century. Four major subject
positions formed within English/literacy are explained. The first two—the older child
with taste and the older child as an English colonial citizen—are shown to be organised
around considerations of the most appropriate knowledge and culture needed by future
citizens. The second pair of subject positions—the meaningful and expressive older child
and the older child as desiring and free learner—are concerned with how best to manage

the freedom of adolescents, and turn them into productive and self-managing citizens.
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A concluding chapter summarise the key insights from this study. It shows that
adolescence has been formed around concerns about race and culture based in European
thinking well before the twentieth century. Adolescence has operated as an open site onto
which were written a variety of anxieties and hopes. Schooling itself cannot be seen as a
singular program of reform in relation to adolescence; rather, it was a disparate set of
programs that derived its strength from the variety and adaptability of the technologies it
incorporated. The English/literacy curriculum was a particularly important site for the
constitution of adolescence within schools, especially for the way that it offered
technologies which might control the excesses of adolescence, but also help them to

manage their own freedom as adults-to-be.
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