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Parents and school choice
Why governments support choice
Various objec�ves are sought by governments in
adop�ng choice policies. The overarching objec�ves
are to recognise the religious beliefs and educa�onal
values of parents in a diverse society, and to ensure
quality educa�on for all students.

The importance of choice
Since the 1970s Australian governments have
supported choice in schooling, providing public funding
to non-government schools as a way of ensuring that
all schools have at least a minimum level of facili�es
and resources for all students.
School choice policies underpin pluralism in society.
They allow families with diﬀerent ethnic, religious and
cultural iden��es to choose a school to best meet the
needs of their child and their own values, within a
frame of common social values.
Parents’ right to choose the kind of educa�on
to be given to their children is included in the
Universal Declara�on of Human Rights as well as
the Interna�onal Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights which commits its signatories “to have
respect for the liberty of parents . . . to choose for
their children schools, other than those established by
public authori�es . . . to ensure the religious and moral
educa�on of their children in conformity with their
own convic�ons,” with the proviso that that educa�on
must conform to minimum standards laid down by the
state.
In the research literature, choice is associated with
stronger incen�ves to performance, crea�vity,
innova�on, diversity, eﬃciencies and higher
student achievement. These beneﬁts of choice are
stronger when combined with school autonomy and
accountability, both to the parent body and the wider
public.
The freedom of students and their families to exercise
choice in schooling is one of the most demanding
forms of accountability for Independent schools.
Schools need to remain compe��ve to survive and
consistently meet high parental expecta�ons for the
development of students. By providing government
funding to support choice, governments then have
policy levers available to pursue the public interest
in quality schooling by imposing accountability
requirements on staﬃng and teaching programs.

Independent schools reﬂect Australia’s social and
ethnic diversity, oﬀering choice for young Australians
to be educated in schools with diﬀerent cultural,
religious and educa�onal philosophies. The diversity
of the sector, illustrated below, is representa�ve of the
diversity of the Australian popula�on as a whole.
Aﬃlia�on

Schools

Student
FTE

%

Anglican

154

155,993

24.7%

Non-Denomina�onal

212

87,720

13.9%

Chris�an Schools

156

74,489

11.8%

Uni�ng Church in Australia

44

51,647

8.2%

Catholic

54

44,254

7.0%

Lutheran

80

40,531

6.4%

Islamic

46

38,300

6.1%

Bap�st

40

22,850

3.6%

Inter-Denomina�onal

25

17,222

2.7%

Seventh Day Adven�st

45

14,366

2.3%

Presbyterian

13

11,425

1.8%

Jewish

19

9,249

1.5%

Steiner School

50

9,171

1.5%

Pentecostal

20

7,856

1.2%

Assemblies of God

11

6,693

1.1%

Montessori School

39

4,949

0.8%

Other Catholic

8

3,719

0.6%

Greek Orthodox

8

3,637

0.6%

Brethren

7

3,190

0.5%

Other Orthodox

5

2,181

0.3%

Other Religious Aﬃlia�on*

14

5,973

0.9%

Other**

98

16,347

2.6 %

*Other Religious Aﬃliation includes Churches of Christ, Ananda
Marga, Hare Krishna and Society of Friends
**Other includes special schools, interna�onal schools, indigenous
schools, and community schools.
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In the Independent sector, parental values shape the school while the school is held accountable to the community
it serves as well as to the wider public through commitment to the na�onal goals for schooling, as set out in the
Melbourne Declara�on on Educa�onal Goals for Young Australians. Public funding is a mechanism for making
choice compa�ble with the wider public purposes of schooling.
How parents choose
There is no single basis for parents’ choice of a school for their children and a great many studies point to the
various factors that contribute to their decision. A consistent theme in research is that people place a high value
on the availability of choice, even those who do not ac�vely choose to send their child to a school other than their
local one.
While the conven�onal view of the basis for choice may be that it is a ma�er of income and social class, there is
a sound evidence base showing that factors such as parental educa�on and occupa�on, values and a�tudes, and
community and culture are more important than social class and wealth for families choosing non-government
schools in Australia.
Independent schools a�ract students from all income groups, although the sector has a lower share of enrolments
from low and middle-income families compared with the Australian school student popula�on as a whole.
However, contrary to popular belief, not all high income earners send their children to Independent schools, with
about half of such households sending their children to government schools. The data from the Australian Bureau
of Sta�s�cs (ABS) Census of Popula�on and Housing shows that the growth in the Independent sector over the last
few decades has come from households across all income brackets, especially the middle income bracket.
Household income by sector, last ﬁve Censuses

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1996, 2001, 2006, 2011 & 2016

In choosing an Independent school for their children, parents are inﬂuenced by a variety of factors, including
religious aﬃlia�on, broad academic outcomes, quality teaching, a suppor�ve caring environment, the physical
environment and facili�es, the content of the curriculum, quality leadership and the range of extra-curricular
opportuni�es.
A survey conducted for ISCA (2008) showed that among the most important factors inﬂuencing parents’ choice of
Independent school – educa�onal excellence, good teachers, a suppor�ve caring environment, good facili�es and
educa�on philosophy – what parents want above all is for children to have a well-rounded educa�on with a strong
emphasis on learning life skills.
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