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In Memoriam: Dr Ken Watson (1931-2021) 

Renowned English educator and co-founder of ARLE, Dr Ken Watson, died on the 13th of 

March this year, aged 90. Ken had been an English teacher from 1952 to 1970 in high 

schools in New South Wales (NSW) and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) in Australia, as 

well as in the UK. From 1971 until his retirement in 1990, Ken taught in the Diploma of 

Education program at Sydney University, as co-ordinator of English Curriculum from 1972 

and Senior Lecturer from 1980. It was here that he gained an outstanding reputation as a 

teacher educator and as a teacher himself in university classrooms.  

 

One of Ken’s major contributions to the advancement of English Curriculum was opening up 

to his teacher education students from the 1970s on of what was still then a new world of 

Young Adult Literature. This was just part of a larger project of inspiring a passion for 

reading among young people. English Curriculum in Ken’s early years was heavily influenced 

in Australia by the ‘growth model’ popularised by John Dixon in his Growth through English. 

Language was the central theme in English Curriculum and the focus was on how to extend 

those young people as communicators both in talking and writing. Ken sent his students out 

into their own classrooms fired up about ‘the new English’ and about the difference an 

English teacher could make to their own students’ lives. And his influence was pervasive. 

Following the announcement of Ken’s death on the NSW English Teachers Association site, 

this theme of him as an inspirational teacher comes up again and again in the accompanying 

comments. They are best summed up in one which says, ‘Ken has inspired generations of 

English teachers. Thankfully his ideas, wisdom and all kinds of publications remain and 

through them he will continue to teach and inspire future generations of English teachers’. 
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In his time at Sydney, those he did send out numbered in the many thousands – what other 

contributors to that collection of comments called ‘so many time capsules of knowledge 

going into the future’, and referring to his work ‘living on in book rooms and classrooms 

across the state’. 

 

As an academic and scholar, Ken was a strong model. It was there in the obvious things. He 

insisted on sticking to what research was showing about any area of language development 

or classroom pedagogy and would always return to the research in the face of whatever the 

media or some politician had decided was the panacea for the current educational ill. His 

writing was prolific. This ranged from many, many resources for teachers, including:  

• numerous poetry and short story anthologies – the titles of many of these suggesting 

his driving interest in this work as a multi-cultural project: titles like Postcards from 

Planet Earth; Snapshots of Planet Earth; At the Round Earth’s Imagined Corners or 

Cousins across the Seas 

• coursebooks such as the Explore and Express series 

• other series such as Reading is Response. 

 

Titles such as Explore and Express and Reading is Response captured the essence of what 

was central to the ‘new English’ with its emphasis on student experience, student 

development in writing and speaking and active engagement with literature. But he also 

wrote or edited books that became the staple of English Curriculum classes across the 

country for many years:  New Directions; Towards a New English; English in Secondary 

Schools: Today and Tomorrow, and his highly influential English Teaching in Perspective 
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(which was later published in the UK by the Open University Press) as the first of another 

evolving series. 

 

As well as the obvious things like research, though, Ken lived his professional life with a 

sense that an academic was called to certain roles, had certain public responsibilities. This 

meant writing on particular contemporary issues and responding to particular policy 

initiatives, but he also believed in the academic’s participation on bodies like Syllabus 

Committees and professional associations as important parts of the job. Ken served from 

1975 to 1989 on the committees that wrote the Syllabuses that are regarded as instigating, 

implementing and underpinning the new English in NSW and wrote his Masters Honours 

thesis on the actual implementation of the 1971 Syllabus in NSW.   

 

Ken was a very strong advocate of the importance of professional associations, both in their 

role in professional development, and also in their public advocacy roles. Ken was on the 

Council of the NSW English Teachers Association (NSWETA) from 1967 to 1977, during 

which time he edited its Newsletter from 1969 to 1975. He was also Vice-President of the 

national body, the Australian Association for the Teaching of English (AATE) from 1973 to 

1974 and edited the AATE Guide to Books from 1970 to 1976.   For his work in contributing 

to the mission of both the ETA and AATE, Ken was awarded Life Membership of both 

associations. In 2005, the NSWETA named its keynote address at state conferences the Ken 

Watson Address in Ken’s honour and as a tribute to his contribution to the Association. 

 

Australia is a member of the International Federation for the Teaching of English (IFTE) 

which grew out of the famous 1966 Dartmouth conference. Following Dartmouth, a 
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network of international conferences developed, and this eventually led to the formal 

constitution of IFTE in 1983.  Ken Watson had a significant role in the constitution of IFTE, 

with John Dixon saying of Ken that ‘he kept IFTE ideas going in a thoroughly international 

spirit’. Ken was also an important Australian link, especially in the early days of IFTE, to a 

larger international body of English Educators.  

 

Ken always had a cosmopolitan outlook. He taught for extended periods of time at 

Cambridge University, New York University, Michigan State and at the University of British 

Columbia. It was this dedication to the international project of education – and of most 

importance to ARLE members –  that led him with Gert Rijlaarsdam in the early 1990s to co-

found the International Association for the Improvement of Mother Tongue Education 

(IAIMTE). IAIMTE’s early aims were to ‘care for’ (a telling phrase) ‘the quality of teaching and 

learning of mother-tongue languages and to invest in international exchange and 

cooperation as contributions to the improvement of the work developed at a local or 

regional level’. Ken co-chaired IAIMTE with Gert until 2001. Almost 30 years on from that 

initial idea, the organisation now known as the International Association for Research in L1 

Education (ARLE) is particularly vibrant, with bi-annual conferences, its successful journal, 

L1, seven Special Interest Groups, and a large, widely spread membership. 

 

Ken founded a publishing house, St Clair Press. This, too, was part of his sense of the public 

obligations of the scholar and with that mindset of ‘if there’s a gap, you should fill it’ that 

characterised so much of his work. St. Clair very soon became a major publisher of English 

Education work in Australia and contributed not only to the development of the kinds of 

resources I’ve already mentioned, but to two particular niche areas: 
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- one was opening up to generations of secondary teachers the work of major picture book 

authors. His own co-edited book, From Picture Book to Literary Theory, at one time was 

probably the central text on the use of picture books in the secondary classroom, and 

probably the only text at the time that took on the linking of the two areas of picture books 

and literary theory for senior school students.  

- the second niche was his pet project of publishing in Australia a complete monograph of 

workshop activities for the classroom on every Shakespearean play – a project achieved by 

St. Clair and then by Phoenix Education. Ken completed his doctoral work with a particular 

focus on the teaching of Shakespeare in secondary schools. 

 

As evidenced on the ETA site already mentioned, a word that comes up often in discussions 

of Ken is ‘generous’. Ken’s generosity of spirit was remarkable. He would always pull people 

into projects and offer them opportunities, just as he would always take the time to respond 

to queries from former students for resources and ideas. No query was too small. That, too, 

was part of the job - part of the role that should be taken on.  

 

Inspiring and influential teacher, model academic and scholar, always generous friend and 

colleague, and a man who always had an international outlook and always had an eye on 

the moral imperative that drove the teaching of English, Ken Watson leaves a huge legacy.  

 

Wayne Sawyer 


