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W hen final year school results
are released each year,
newspapers feature articles

about the relative ‘performance’ of differ-
ent types of schools, based on the acade-
mic results of their students (Raethel 1997,
1998). The ‘top’ students are most likely to
come from non-Catholic private schools,
and least likely to come from government
schools (see also Gannicott 1994, 1997;
Potts 1997). However, it appears that much
(but not all) of this apparent greater 
success of private school students can be
attributed to personal attributes linked
with their socially and financially privileged
family background (Williams and Carpen-
ter 1990; Marginson 1990; Potts 1997). 

Furthermore, some schools achieve very
good final year results by providing schol-
arships to the particularly accomplished,
and by dissuading those unlikely to do well
in a subject from taking that subject dur-
ing their final year. Other schools adhere
to the tenet that all students who pass the
previous year have a right to be accepted
in the final year and to study whatever sub-
jects they wish. For these schools, acade-
mic success is measured by the students’
improving their performance and reaching
their apparent potential, however limited
this may be. 

Academic performance has become
increasingly important given the shrinking
of the manufacturing base that provides
blue collar jobs, and the growing need for

a highly skilled work force to help Australia
compete successfully in the global econ-
omy. However, academic performance is
not the only indicator of a ‘good school’,
a view clearly implied in the prospectus of
virtually any school. These typically
emphasise holistic approaches involving
the development of creative talents and
promotion of physical, emotional and
social wellbeing, and for some private
schools, a sense of spirituality. 

If they can afford the fees or manage to
have fees waived, some parents opt for a
school with a particular religious affilia-
tion (Catholic schools are the most com-
mon choice). In 1997, around a third of all
secondary school students attended pri-
vate schools, and 60 per cent of private

school students attended Catholic schools
(ABS 1998) Do parents who send their
adolescent children to these different
schools hold different priorities about
aspects of schooling, and are their key
concerns being met?

The Institute’s Australian Living Stan-
dards Study, undertaken in late 1991 to
early 1993, provides information about
this matter. The sample included around
1,600 families with children attending sec-
ondary schools. A parent (or both parents
in unison) provided ratings of the per-
sonal importance attached to various
aspects of secondary schooling, and satis-
faction with each child’s school. 

Their secondary school students also
indicated their level of satisfaction with
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their school. Around 2,070 students repre-
senting an even gender split participated
in this study. Sixty-eight per cent attended
government schools, 19 per cent Catholic
schools, and 13 per cent other private
schools. Each year level of secondary
schooling was represented by 15 to 20 per
cent of the total sample of students, and
there was a similar pattern of representa-
tion of year levels apparent for each
school type.

Priorities of Parents

Table 1 lists the aspects of schooling that
parents rated for importance, and pre-
sents the average ratings derived for 
parents who sent their children to gov-
ernment, Catholic or other private schools.
Ratings ranged from 1 ‘Not at all important’
to 5 ‘Extremely important’. 

The average ratings have been adjusted
for the effects of residential location, and
gender and year level of the child. (That
is, the average ratings are those that
would have been derived had the three
school types had equal representation of
boys and girls in each year level and
locality surveyed.) Thus, differences
observed between average ratings cannot
be explained in terms of any variation
between groups on these other factors.
The overall pattern of results did not 
vary appreciably before and after average
ratings were adjusted for these three 
factors.

The general pattern of results was sim-
ilar for the three school-type groups. The
most important concerns were attitudes
and skills of teachers, and control of vio-
lence, drugs or alcohol. These were fol-
lowed by the relevance of teaching and
academic curriculum, the school’s
approachability, its readiness to keep par-
ents informed about their child’s progress,
the availability of career advice and coun-
selling, the principal, and absence of dis-
cipline problems. An emphasis on good
academic results ranked eleventh or twelfth
highest in average importance. 

Interestingly, in this survey that was
conducted before Pauline Hanson’s views
were well publicised, all parent groups pro-
vided average ratings above 3.00 for hav-
ing a wide cultural or ethnic mix of
children. Although this issue was lower on
their agenda than most issues, 52 to 60 per
cent of parents provided ratings of 4 or 5
(suggesting high importance), while a fur-
ther 28 to 31 per cent provided ratings of
3 (suggesting importance). 

Despite the overall similarity of pattern
across groups, variations in the average rat-
ings for some issues reached statistical
significance. The largest difference con-
cerned the school’s emphasis on religion.
Understandably, this was more important
to parents with children in Catholic schools
than in other schools, especially govern-
ment schools. This appeared to be the
least important issue for government
school parents, and the fourth least impor-
tant for other private school parents. An

emphasis on religion was given a rating of
4 or 5 by 66 per cent of Catholic school par-
ents, 42 per cent of other private school
parents, and 25 per cent of government
school parents. Other variations between
groups were minor compared with that for
emphasis on religion. 

Evaluations of Schools

Are the most important concerns described
above being met? To examine this issue,
parents indicated how satisfied they felt
with aspects of their children’s schooling
and the school as a whole, with the use of
a rating scale ranging from 1 ‘Extremely dis-
satisfied’ to 9 ‘Extremely satisfied’. The
mid-point (5) was labelled ‘Mixed feel-
ings’. Their secondary school children also
used the same rating scale to indicate their
views about their school, and most issues
rated by parents were also rated by their
children. 

The list of items included many that
were rated for importance by parents,
although the wording of some items dif-
fered (Table 2). For example, parents rated
the importance of having a small school
and a large school, and their satisfaction

with the size of their child’s school. In addi-
tion, they indicated the importance of an
emphasis on good academic results, and
their satisfaction with the academic results
achieved by the school.

Some issues were of no concern to
some parents or students, and where this
applied, ratings of satisfaction were not
provided. At least 90 per cent of parents
and students in each school type felt suf-
ficiently concerned about most issues to
indicate their level of satisfaction. Never-
theless, 37 to 55 per cent of parents and 28
to 42 per cent of students expressed no
concern with cultural understanding, while
45 to 53 per cent of parents and 28 to 34
per cent of students expressed no concern
about special provision for children with
poor English. Relatively high proportions
of parents (17 to 24 per cent) also
expressed no concern with the cultural or
ethnic mix of children at the school – a
question not asked of students. 

As expected, government school par-
ents and students were considerably more
likely than other groups to indicate no
concern with the school’s level of empha-
sis on religion (32 to 35 per cent, compared
with 2 to 8 per cent). 

Table 1. Parents’ mean ratings of importance concerning aspects of a secondary 
school by type of school their children attended

Characteristic Type of school children attended

Govt Catholic Other 
priv.

The attitudes of teachers at the school  4.83  4.81  4.93‡ 

The teaching skills of teachers at the school  4.82  4.85  4.95‡ 

Control of violence, drugs, or alcohol  4.81  4.85  4.87 

The relevance of what children are taught  4.70  4.72  4.70 

How easy it is to approach school re any child-related matter  4.67  4.72  4.75 

How well parents are kept informed re  child’s progress  4.65  4.75  4.73† 

The academic curriculum  4.65  4.67  4.67 

Availability of career advice, student counselling   4.64  4.69  4.64 

The principal  4.58  4.64  4.75† 

No problems with discipline  4.58  4.65  4.62 

An emphasis on good academic results  4.42  4.46  4.36 

Availability of specialist teachers, e.g . music, art, PE  4.40  4.39  4.41 

Class sizes do not exceed 25  4.46  4.30  4.16‡ 

Availability of human relationships education, incl. sex education  4.29  4.39  4.21* 

Special provision for children with poor English  4.22  4.21  3.87‡ 

The sporting facilities  3.99  4.03  3.93 

Facilities for music, drama and art  3.99  4.01  4.04 

Involvement of parents in planning  3.96  3.93  3.78* 

The amount of playground space  3.78  3.77  3.72 

The provision of school camps/excursions  3.68  3.67  3.76 

How easily children can use facilities before or after school  3.66  3.65  3.57 

A wide cultural or ethnic mix of children  3.65  3.68  3.45* 

Level of understanding of your culture or ethnic background  3.38  3.53  3.20* 

An emphasis on religion  2.56  3.92  3.23‡ 

The school is a small school  2.84  2.72  2.89 

The school is a large school  2.87  2.86  2.43‡

Notes: mean ratings are adjusted for the effects of residential location and child’s gender and year level at school.
*p<.05; †p<.01; ‡p<.001
Source: Australian Living Standards Study 1991–92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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Parents’ Views

Figure 1 shows the average (mean) satis-
faction ratings provided by parents whose
children attended government, Catholic
and other private schools, when the effects
of residential location and the gender and
year level of the child were controlled.
Once again, the overall pattern of results
did not vary appreciably before and after
average ratings were adjusted for these
three factors. It must be remembered that
the averages for a few items are based on
select groups, given the relatively high
proportion expressing no concern with
the issue (provision for poor English, cul-
tural understanding, cultural/ethnic mix
of children and, for government school
parents, emphasis on religion). 

Average ratings for parents were above
7.00 on the 9-point scale for most issues,
suggesting high satisfaction. Nevertheless,
other private school parents tended to
express the highest satisfaction with their
children’s school as a whole and with
most aspects of their children’s school,
while government school parents
appeared to be the least satisfied. This
pattern of results was most apparent in
relation to the skills and attitudes of the
teachers, level of discipline, and control
over violence, drugs and alcohol, fol-
lowed by respect given to their child
(which was not assessed for its impor-
tance), availability of specialist teachers,
approachability, and how well the school
keeps parents informed about their child’s
progress. Most of these issues were also
viewed as highly important by parents.

There were two key exceptions to these
trends.

One exception was the costs involved.
Satisfaction with costs was highest for gov-
ernment school parents and lowest for
other private school parents. (Average
costs, including fees, books, camps and
transport, reported by government and
Catholic school parents respectively were
7 and 35 per cent of those in other private
schools.)

Another exception was the emphasis on
religion. Catholic school parents were the
most satisfied with this issue (and placed
greater emphasis on it), while the two-
thirds of government school parents who
were sufficiently concerned to indicate
how they felt about this issue were the least
satisfied. 

Parents of children in government
schools who were particularly dissatisfied
with the amount of emphasis on religion
(ratings of 1 to 3), were more likely than
their counterparts, who were particularly
satisfied with this matter (ratings of 7 to 9),
to attend religious services most weeks or
more frequently (38 per cent compared
with 9 per cent). They also considered reli-
gion to be very or extremely important in
their lives (43 per cent compared with 26
per cent.)

Of the ten most important concerns for
each group, the following ranked among
the ten highest in satisfaction: the school’s
approachability and academic curriculum
(parents in all three groups); control of vio-
lence, drugs and alcohol, and level of dis-
cipline (Catholic and other private school
parents); the principal (Catholic and gov-
ernment school parents, with this issue
ranking eleventh in average satisfaction for
other private school parents); and being
kept informed about child’s progress (other
private school parents).

None of the ten most important con-
cerns ranked low in average satisfaction for
other private school parents. However,
the following were represented among
the least satisfactory for one or both other
groups of parents: quality of teachers (for
government and Catholic school parents)
– an issue akin to ‘the teaching skills of the
teachers’ which was rated for importance;

Table 2. Items rated for satisfaction

teachers’ attitudes, level of discipline, and
control of violence, drugs and alcohol (for
government school parents); and avail-
ability of career advice/counselling (for
Catholic school parents).

Thus, of the ten most important con-
cerns for all three groups, three were
among the most satisfactory concerns for
government school parents, while four
were among the least satisfactory con-
cerns, including the three that ranked
highest in importance (quality and attitudes
of teachers, and control of violence, drugs,
and alcohol). For Catholic school parents,
five were among the most satisfactory,
and two were among the least satisfactory.
For other private school parents, five were
among the most satisfactory and none was
among the least satisfactory.

Students’ views

Although not as pronounced, the general
pattern of results for secondary school
students is similar to that derived for their
parents: for most issues, including the
school as a whole, the highest satisfaction
was expressed by those attending other pri-
vate schools, and the lowest by those at
government schools (Figure 2). This pat-
tern of results was strongest for control
over violence, drugs or alcohol, level of dis-
cipline, the school’s academic results, the
availability of specialist teachers, and the
quality and attitudes of the teachers. 

Key exceptions to these trends were
emphasis on religion and facilities for
music, drama and art. Like the parents,
emphasis on religion was viewed most
positively by Catholic school students and
least positively by the select group of gov-
ernment school students who provided 
ratings for this issue. In relation to music,
drama and art facilities, Catholic school stu-
dents seemed the least impressed (while
government school parents seemed the
least impressed of parents), and other pri-
vate school students (and parents) seemed
the most impressed.

The most satisfactory matters were: the
school as a whole, its size, availability of
career advice and counselling, and acad-
emic results (all three student groups);
facilities for music, drama and art (gov-
ernment and other private school stu-
dents); and control over violence, drugs or
alcohol (Catholic and other private school
students). 

The least satisfactory concerns included:
after-hours use of facilities, provision of
camps/excursions, and teachers’ attitudes
(all three groups); the availability of spe-
cialist teachers, quality of teachers, and
respect received (government and Catholic
school students); human relations educa-
tion (including sex education) (Catholic
and other private school students); empha-
sis on religion (government and other pri-
vate students); and the principal and
provision for poor English (other private
students). 

Nevertheless, students were significantly
less content than their parents with most

The attitudes of the teachers at the school

The quality of the teachers at the school

Control of violence, drugs or alcohol

The relevance of what the children [you] 
are taught

How easy it is to approach the school about
any matter related to your child (asked of 
parents only)

How well the school keeps you informed
about your child’s progress (asked of 
parents only) 

The academic curriculum

Availability of career advice, student 
counselling

The principal

The level of discipline at the school

Academic results 

Availability of specialist teachers (for example,
art, music, physical education)

The class sizes

Availability of education about human 
relationships, including sex education

Special provision for children with poor 
English

The sporting facilities

Facilities for music, drama and art

Involvement of parents in planning (asked of
parents only)

The amount of playground space

Provision of school camps, excursions

How easily children [you] can use school
facilities before or after school

The cultural/ethnic mix of the children 
(asked of parents only)

The type of children who attend the school
(asked of studients only)

The level of understanding of your culture or
ethnic background

The amount of emphasis on religion

The size of the school

The costs involved

The respect given to your child [you are
given]

The school as a whole

Source: Australian Living Standards Study 1991–92,
Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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Figure 1: Parents: average satisfaction with aspects of adolescents’ school and school as a whole*

Government Catholic Other private 
8.30 8.33 Approachability 

8.27 The school as a whole
8.22 Level of cultural understanding
8.21 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol

8.20 8.20 Availability of specialist teachers 

8.13 Approachability 8.11 Respect given to child
8.10 8.11 Music, drama, art facilities

8.09 Kept informed about children’s progress
8.07 Academic curriculum
8.07 Level of discipline
8.05 Academic results
8.03 The principal

8.00 8.01 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol 8.03 Teachers’ attitudes
8.00 Quality of teachers

7.99 Size of school
7.97 Academic results 7.98 Provision of camps, excursions
7.96 Respect given to child 7.97 Relevance of teaching
7.95 The school as a whole 7.95 Career advice/counsellg avail.

7.90 Sporting facilities
7.90 7.90 Human relps/sex education avail. 

7.89 The principal
7.87 Academic curriculum
7.84 Level of discipline
7.81 Amount of emphasis on religion 7.82 Amount of playground space 
7.81 Music, drama, art facilities

7.80 7.80 Human relps/sex education avail. 

7.79 Relevance of teaching 7.79 Class sizes
7.79 Availability of specialist teachers
7.79 Provision of camps, excursions
7.75 Sporting facilities 7.76 Amount of emphasis on religion
7.74 Teachers’ attitudes
7.73 Size of school

7.70 7.73 Kept informed about ch’s progress 

7.69 Career advice/counsellg available
7.65 Level of cultural understanding 7.66 Ease of use of facilities after hours 

7.60 7.64 Quality of teachers

7.57 Amount of playground space 7.59 Cultural/ethnic mix of children 
7.50 7.52 Music, drama, art facilities 7.51 Cultural/ethnic mix of children

7.47 Approachability
7.44 Amount of playground space 7.45 Involvement of parents in planning

7.40 7.41 Sporting facilities

7.37 Size of school
7.37 Academic curriculum 7.36 Involvement of parents in planning
7.35 The school as a whole
7.31 Academic results

7.30 7.30 The principal

7.28 Cultural/ethnic mix of children
7.25 Human relps/sex education available
7.24 Relevance of teaching
7.24 Career advice/counsellg avail. 7.24 Class sizes
7.23 Provision of camps, excursions 7.23 Ease of use of facilities after hours
7.21 Availability of specialist teachers

7.20 7.21 Respect given to child 

7.10 7.17 Level of cultural understanding

7.00 7.02 Kept informed about children’s progress 7.09 Provision for poor English 

6.98 Class sizes
6.94 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol

6.90 6.92 Involvement of parents in planning 6.92 Provision for poor English

6.89 The costs involved
6.80 6.81 Quality of teachers

6.77 Provision for poor English
6.70 6.77 Level of discipline

6.69 Teachers’ attitudes
6.60 6.60 Ease of use of facilities after hrs

6.50

6.40 6.48 The costs involved

6.30

6.20

6.10 6.15 The costs involved

6.00

5.90 5.99 Amt of emphasis on religion

* Averages (means) have been adjusted for the effects of the family’s residential location and the gender and class level of student.
Source: Australian Living Standards Study (ALSS) 1991–92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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Figure 2. Secondary school students: average satisfaction with aspects of school and school as a whole*

issues. The only exceptions were provision
for poor English for the Catholic and other
private groups, and academic results for the
other private group. 

The greatest parent–child differences
concerned respect given to the student,
provision of camps and excursions, and the
availability of specialist teachers. Students
in all school types were particularly likely
to express lower satisfaction than their
parents with these matters. 

Further analysis indicated that the
school-type differences in satisfaction of
parents and students could not be

explained in terms of qualifications of par-
ents (tertiary or not), nor household
income relative to the poverty line.

Twenty-three issues were rated by both
parents and students. When the average
satisfaction ratings of all six groups (par-
ents and students in the three school types)
are ranked from highest to lowest, the
following patterns emerge:

• three issues ranked among the highest
for all six groups: the school as a whole,
the academic curriculum, and academic
results;

• control over violence, drugs or alcohol
was one of the most satisfactory issues
for all groups except government school
students and their parents; 

• quality of teachers ranked among the
least satisfactory issues for all groups
except other private school parents and
students. Teachers’ attitudes ranked
among the least satisfactory for all
groups except other private and Catholic
school parents;

• class sizes ranked lower in the ratings
of parents compared with students.

Government Catholic Other private 
7.80 7.89 Academic results school gets 

7.70 7.71 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol

7.60

7.50

7.49 Career advice/counsellg avail.
7.48 The school as a whole

7.40 7.46 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol   7.46 Size of school 

7.32 Academic results school gets 7.37 Academic curriculum
7.30 7.32 Size of school

7.27 Class sizes
7.20 7.20 Size of school 7.27 Music, drama, art facilities

7.11 Level of cultural understanding
7.10 7.10 Availability of specialist teachers

7.08 The school as a whole 7.08 Level of discipline
7.00 7.01 Music, drama, art facilities 7.05 Career advice/counsellg avail. 7.02 Sporting facilities

6.90 6.94 Career advice/counsellg avail. 6.98 Academic curriculum 6.91 Quality of teachers

6.85 Level of cultural understanding 6.89 Type of children at school
6.85 Level of discipline 6.87 Amt of playground space
6.83 Amt of emphasis on religion 6.87 Relevance of teaching

6.80 6.80 The school as a whole 6.81 The principal 6.80 Respect you are given

6.78 Provision for poor English
6.76 Teachers’ attitudes
6.76 Provision of camps, excursions
6.74 The principal

6.70 6.77 Academic results school gets 6.70 Sporting facilities 6.72 Amt of emphasis on religion

6.69 Sporting facilities 6.69 Class sizes
6.67 Music, drama, art facilities

6.64 Human relps/sex edn avail. 6.65 Amt of playground space
6.63 Academic curriculum 6.65 Relevance of teaching

6.60 6.61 Class sizes 6.61 Type of children at school

6.55 Provision for poor English 6.59 Ease of use of facilities after hrs
6.50 6.53 Human relps/sex edn avail.

6.47 Amt of playground space 6.49 Quality of teachers
6.40 6.40 Level of cultural understanding 6.48 Respect you are given

6.34 The principal 6.37 Teachers’ attitudes
6.30 6.30 Control: violence, drugs, alcohol 6.33 Availability of specialist teachers

6.27 Relevance of teaching 6.29 Human relps/sex edn avail.
6.20 6.22 Provision for poor English

6.16 Type of children at school
6.10 6.13 Level of discipline

6.00

5.97 Amt of emphasis on religion; 5.97 Provision of camps, excursions
5.97 Respect you are given

5.90 5.96 Quality of teachers

5.80 5.86 Availability of specialist teachers     

5.79 Teachers’ attitudes 5.78 Ease of use of facilities after hrs
5.70 5.75 Provision of camps, excursions

5.60

5.50

5.40 5.45 Ease of use of facilities after hrs

* Averages (means) have been adjusted for the effects of the family’s residential location and the gender and class level of student.
Source: Australian Living Standards Study (ALSS) 1991–92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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School type Percentage increase or Per cent of all students in 
decrease over time each school type

1987–1992 1992–1996 1992–1997 1987 1992 1996 1997 

Government -2.6 -3.2 -2.2 69.8 68.2 66.0 65.6 

Catholic 0.9 3.6  6.1 19.5 19.8 20.5 20.6 

Anglican 8.8 6.9  9.7 4.1 4.5 4.8 4.8 

Other 14.3 15.2 19.8 6.6 7.6 8.7 9.0 

Anglican + Other 12.2 12.1 16.1 10.7 12.1 13.5 13.8

Source: ABS 1988, 1993, 1997, 1998.

Changing Context of Schooling

The relatively low satisfaction of govern-
ment school parents and students may
partly explain changing enrolments in
these schools since the time of the survey
(mostly 1992). Table 3 shows there has
been a drift of students from government
to private schools over the last ten years.
The greatest growth has occurred in private
schools other than Catholic and Anglican
schools, particularly since the time of the
survey. The numbers of students attending
these schools increased by 4 per cent
between 1996 and 1997, from around
113,250 to nearly 117,820. 

However, the majority of non-govern-
ment secondary school students continue
to be in Catholic schools. The proportion
of all secondary school students attending
government schools fell from nearly 70 per
cent in 1987 to 68 per cent at the time of
the survey, and to around 66 per cent five
years later. 

Controversy surrounds whether or not
this drift to private schools should be
stemmed. The distribution of funds to pri-
vate and government schools and the total
expenditure on education are central to
these arguments. Government assistance to
non-government schools has been a con-
tentious issue ever since primary education
became a State responsibility in the last
century.

In his historical review, Potts (1997)
points out that the Labor Government’s
electoral victory in 1972 could be partly
attributable to its policy of funding private
schools. As Potts explains, considerable
pressure from opposition parties led the
Labor Government to replace its plan to
restrict support to those schools with lim-
ited resources with one that provided some
financial assistance to all schools. The most
needy (principally Catholic schools)
received much greater support than those
more financially endowed. In the late
1970s, high court actions were launched to
stop such assistance, but these actions were
lost. 

The current Australian Government has
increased financial support to private
schools and abolished the New Schools
Policy that posed heavy restrictions on the
establishment, funding and location of new
schools. As a result, the development of rel-
atively inexpensive schools is now more
feasible. 

Supporters of these changes argue that
the expansion of relatively inexpensive
private schools will promote diversity,
increase choice for parents, improve their
access to schools that promote the
lifestyles and values they cherish, and
enhance competition by improving edu-
cational standards and efficiency. In addi-
tion, they point out parents are paying
taxes that are used to support the educa-
tion of Australia’s children, while using
some of their after-tax earnings to educate
their own children (see Elmore and Fuller
1996; Kemp 1997; Ogilvy-O’Donnell
1988).

On the other hand, Marginson (1996)
claims that if education is run as a busi-
ness, access to high-quality services
would be restricted to high payers, while
other consumers would receive basic
services at the lowest cost. He concludes
that market models are inappropriate for
education (and health services), where
the objective should be to provide 
high-quality outcomes to all community 
members.

Critics also point out that choice will
remain unavailable to financially disad-
vantaged families and to families with
children who are rejected from private
schools because of behavioural or intel-
lectual difficulties. In addition, they argue
that setting up relatively inexpensive pri-
vate schools will further drain students
from government schools. This will create
a snowball effect that will result in the loss
of government school grants, crowded
classrooms, insufficient resources, and
reduced subject options. It will lower
(rather than raise) effective competition.
Thus, Australia would end up, according
to this argument, with a marginalised gov-
ernment school system that is almost
exclusively for low income families and
students rejected by other schools, and a
non-government school system for the
financially better-off who do not exhibit
behavioural problems or intellectual
deficits (see Elmore and Fuller 1996;
Milburn and Shiel 1998; Morrow 1997;
Potts 1997).

In assessing policy alternatives, it is
important to keep in mind that the expe-
riences young people have of their
schooling are not only central to their
academic performance and future career
prospects, but also to their emotional

health and the choices they make
regarding health-compromising behav-
iour. The relevance of schooling to 
wellbeing is apparent in a large-scale,
national longitudinal study in the USA
that suggests a sense of connectedness
to school is a key protective factor (Blum
and Rinehart 1997). 

Thus, access to high-quality education
by all students, regardless of family income,
is necessary to position Australia as a
healthy, highly skilled and competitive
nation. 
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