9 June 2026

The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education
PO Box 6021

Parliament House

CANBERRA

Canberra ACT 2600

Email: edu.reps@aph.gov.au

Dear Chair,
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to this inquiry.

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) prepared this submission in response to the Australian
Government Standing Committee on Education’s inquiry into the factors driving educational
attainment (the inquiry). ISA consulted with the Associations of Independent Schools (AISs)
when preparing this response to the inquiry.

ABOUT ISA

Independent Schools Australia is the national peak body for Independent schooling in
Australia. ISA represents the sector on national issues and engages with the Australian
Government, national agencies, media, key stakeholders, and the wider Australian
community.

Working with the eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools, ISA
represents more than 767,000 students, 1,240 schools and a workforce of over 134,000
people.

Independent schools are long-established partners in Australia’s education system,
alongside government and Catholic schools. They make a valuable contribution to society
and the learning and wellbeing of Australian children.

The Independent school sector is diverse, and schools serve a wide range of communities.
The latest available data shows that more than one in six Australian school students
attends an Independent school. For secondary students, it is over one in five.

Students at Independent schools reflect the full diversity of Australian society — including
those who experience one or multiple forms of disadvantage. These students include:

— high-needs students with disability attending special schools

— Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students attending remote 100 per cent
Indigenous schools

— students living in regional, rural and remote locations

— highly disadvantaged and disengaged young people attending Independent special
assistance schools.

Most families with children enrolled in Independent schools are middle-to-low-income
earners, increasingly from culturally diverse backgrounds, and residing in outer-suburban
and inner-suburban communities. Many of these families are currently facing economic
stress and are making substantial sacrifices for their children’s education.

According to the most recent data, the majority of Independent schools charge annual fees
of less than $6,000, and there was a greater number of schools charging less than $1,300
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per year than those charging over $20,000. Some Independent schools charge no fees at
all. More than half of the sector’s recurrent income comes from parents and families.

INQUIRY INTO THE FACTORS DRIVING EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education is examining the factors
that drive educational attainment across Australia. The inquiry spans early childhood
education and care, school education (including vocational education and training in
schools), tertiary education, and transitions into the workforce. A central aspect of the
inquiry is the examination of variations in educational attainment between and among boys
and girls.

There is a substantial evidence base showing that gender can influence patterns of
achievement and participation across a range of domains, including literacy, numeracy,
subject selection and post-school pathways. However, these differences must be
interpreted carefully and translated into policy with caution.

International evidence (PIRLS and PISA)! show that girls outperform boys in literacy
domains including reading and writing. Analysis of NAPLAN data? similarly shows girls
continue to outperform boys in literacy and language skills, while a higher proportion of
boys achieve the highest numeracy band. NAPLAN and other pathway data also suggest
that boys are more likely than girls to pursue vocational pathways.3

These patterns are also reflected in Independent school data. For example, in the
Queensland independent sector, female students achieved higher mean scores across most
NAPLAN domains, while male students achieved higher mean scores in numeracy across
all year levels. Similar patterns are observed in VET pathways, with girls accounting for a
smaller number of enrolments and completions.

In early childhood, girls often demonstrate earlier development in language, literacy, social
awareness and behavioural regulation which can influence early engagement and academic
outcomes. Boys may experience later development of executive function and self —
regulation #. This may help explain the higher proportion of male students delaying entry to
Prep. In 2025, the Queensland independent sector recorded a higher proportion of male
Prep students aged six (22.1%, 992.8 FTE), which is seven percentage points above the
proportion of female students of the same age (15.1%, 698.4 FTE). This suggests that
delayed entry decisions may, in part, be influenced by observed differences in early
development and school readiness between boys and girls.

While data can identify where differences exist, it does not necessarily explain why they
occur. Educational attainment is shaped by a wide range of interrelated factors, including
socio-economic background, geographic location, cultural and linguistic diversity, disability,
school context, and access to resources and supports. These factors often interact in

I Hek, M., Buchman, C., & Kraaykamp, G. (2019). Educational systems and gender differences in
reading: A comparative multilevel analysis. European Sociological Review, 35(2), 169-186.

2 Morley, E., & NCA Newswire. (2025, August 21). Girls continue to outperform boys in literacy:
NAPLAN results. Education Review

3 Chowdhury, I. & Edwards, B. (2023), How educational plans differ by gender, What Young Australia
Thinks (GENERATION survey)

4 Matthews, J. S., & Cameron Ponitz, C. (2009). Early gender differences in self-regulation and
academic achievement. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101(3), 689-704.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014240
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complex ways, and gender should be understood as one element within this broader
system rather than as a singular or determinative cause.

Student engagement and attainment are shaped by these factors in dynamic and non-linear
ways. Policy designed to improve educational outcomes should therefore avoid
overemphasising single-factor explanations or simple solutions. Any meaningful
improvement will require a holistic view of the factors shaping differences in student
educational outcomes.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE INQUIRY:

Given the complexity of factors influencing educational attainment, ISA recommends that
the Committee:

1.

INQUIRY INTO THE FACTORS DRIVING EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT - ISA SUBMISSION /9-JUN-26

Support strong, nationally consistent research on student attainment

Further research is needed to better understand differences in educational outcomes.
This research should be carefully designed to reflect the diversity of Australian
schooling contexts and should:

— include representative samples across government, Catholic and Independent
sectors;

— capture variation across metropolitan, regional and remote settings;

— reflect diversity in school types, including primary, secondary and combined
schools, as well as single-sex and co-educational settings; and

— account for variation in school size and student cohort characteristics.

Recognise and address the limitations in existing data

Governments should acknowledge that current data collections are primarily
descriptive. While they identify patterns in educational attainment, they do not provide
sufficient insight into causal drivers or students’ lived experience. Consideration should
be given to improving access to high-quality, linked datasets to support more
sophisticated analysis. Sector-level organisations (ISA and Member Associations) do
not hold the data required to undertake this work independently.

Adopt flexible, student-centred policy responses

Policy responses should avoid one-size-fits-all approaches and instead support
flexibility to respond to diverse student needs. In particular, policies should:

— strengthen early identification and support for learning and wellbeing needs;
— support teaching practices that are responsive to student diversity;

— ensure access to multiple high-quality pathways, including both academic and
vocational options; and

— promote inclusive, safe and engaging learning environments that support
participation and achievement for all students.

Promote careful, evidence-based framing in policy and public discourse

Analysis of differences in educational outcomes should be undertaken in ways that are
evidence-based and appropriately nuanced. Policy development and public discussion
should avoid oversimplification and ensure that framing does not reinforce deficit
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narratives or stereotypes about particular groups of students, least of all along the
lines of gender or other physical characteristics.

While gender-based differences in educational outcomes are observable in national data,
they are neither consistent nor explained by a single factor. Educational attainment reflects a
complex interaction of individual development, school experience and broader socio-cultural
influences.

Effective policy responses must therefore be grounded in nuanced analysis, recognise the
diversity of student pathways and school settings, and prioritise inclusive, evidence-based
approaches that support all learners to succeed.

ISA would be happy to discuss our submission or be involved in further consultation. Please
contact Joanna Mackie, Director of Education Policy with ISA at Joanna.Mackie@isa.edu.au
for further details.

Yours sincerely
Graham Catt

Chief Executive Officer
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