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The Australian P-12 education system is underpinned by a set of market-oriented
policies, frameworks, and incentives that seeck to provide parents with a choice of
schools. One choice parents can make is the sector of schooling they send their children
to, with two common options being State schools or non-Government schools. In the
Australian context, non-Government schools comprise Catholic and Independent
schools. Over the past several decades the proportion of students attending State schools
has steadily decreased, while the proportion of students attending non-Government
schools has been increasing. Since 2020, this trend has accelerated (ABS, 2025). The
demographic data on this phenomenon is clear; however it is unclear why patents are
increasingly choosing to send their children to non-Government schools, as
contemporary, peer-reviewed Australian research on this topic is scarce (Larsen, 2024).
This article examines the historical and political context that has contributed to this
phenomenon, presenting the available literature on this important topic as a contextual
framework for an ongoing research project.

Historical context

In 2010, the Australian Government commissioned a report, commonly known as the
Gonski Report (Gonski et al., 2011), to conduct a review of school funding. The purpose of
this report was to provide recommendations on future school funding models, marking
the first major review of government funding for Australian schools in nearly four
decades (Di Gregorio, 2023; Gerrard et al., 2017). The report identified inequalities in
funding between State and non-Government schools. Specifically, it found that when
public and private sources of funding are considered, State schools received less money
per student compared to non-Government schools (Gonski et al., 2011). Despite this
tinding, a key outcome of the review was that no schools should lose any funding under a
new model.

Therefore, perceived issues around funding were sought to be rectified, not by
redistributing income, but by increasing the total amount of funding and maintaining the
division of funds (Perry, 2024). The review also characterised the then-current funding
arrangements as complex and opaque. It also identified a link between low achievement
levels and backgrounds associated with educational disadvantage, particularly among low
socioeconomic or indigenous backgrounds (Di Gregorio, 2023). As a result, a new
funding model was proposed, which would have significantly changed both state and
national school funding arrangements. The proposed funding formula accounted for

student backgrounds and individual needs and has now become known as the Schooling
Resource Standard (SRS) (D1 Gregorio, 2023).
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The SRS prescribed an amount of funding for each student, which could then be
supplemented, based on categories of identified disadvantage, such as socioeconomic
background, disability, Indigenous identity, school size, school location and low English
language proficiency (Di Gregorio, 2023). If the model were to be accepted by states and
territories, this would mean that smaller schools, schools in rural or remote locations, and
schools that enrol higher proportions of students with an identified disadvantage would
have received more funding compared to the previous model (Perry, 2024). Adopting the
SRS funding model would have involved the integration of state and national resources to
allocate funding based on the same standards, criteria and metrics across all states and
territories (Keating & Klatt, 2013). However, not all states and territories agreed on the
adoption of the model. The reluctance of some educational jurisdictions to adopt the full
extent of the model forced the Australian government to make individual agreements with
each state and territory in order to have, at the very least, some aspects of the SRS model
implemented. And while the SRS funding model was partially adopted, which was a
significant moment in the history of Australian school funding, each state and territory
subsequently made their own arrangements with the Australian government. In the end, a
nationally consistent funding model was still not yet achieved (Di Gregorio, 2023).

Presently, many State schools do not receive the funding mandated by the SRS model,
whereas the majority of non-Government schools are overfunded according to the model
(Australian Education Union, 2024; Cassidy, 2025; Perry, 2024). However, State and
Australian governments have taken recent action to increase funding to some schools to
ensure that minimum SRS funding amounts are met in the future (Black, 2025; Duffy,
2025). Despite the recent effort to increase funding to some schools, contentious issues
surrounding funding between school sectors persist and may, in part, play a role in school
choice.

School choice policies

For this article, ‘school choice’ policies refer to a set of market-oriented policies, frameworks,
and incentives that seek to provide consumers with greater choice by the privatisation of
school funding, or the government funding of non-Government schools (MacDonald et
al., 2024). While home schooling is a possible choice parents can make, and is currently
experiencing significant growth within Australia (Harding & Couper, 2025), this article will
focus on the policies and frameworks in place that facilitate and incentivise the
marketisation of schools, as well as the decision-making processes behind why parents
may choose a particular school, rather than why parents may choose to home school.
Therefore, home schooling falls outside the scope of this article and will not be featured.

In Australia, one choice parents can make is the schooling sector to which they send their
children; be it a State school or a non-Government school, whether Catholic or
Independent. Some form of school choice policies is present in most Western countries,
although the Australian system is somewhat unique, as it has higher levels of government
funding to non-Government schools compared to most Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries (Macdonald et al., 2024; Perry, 2024).
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The primary rationale for school choice policies is that free market principles combined
with the marketisation of schools will promote competition and thus incentivise schools
to be innovative and efficient (Perry, 2024; Yoon & Backer, 2024). In Australia, this
marketisation is achieved through the funding of both State and non-Government
schools, as well as allowing schools to generate income through private means.
Proponents argue that these policies facilitate a greater diversity of schools with myriad
values and philosophies, and having a greater heterogeneity of schools caters to families
with disparate needs, values, and goals. Parents can choose schools that provide the best
fit for their child, whether that be for academic reasons, social reasons, or any other factor
(Australian Government Department of Education, 2024; Independent Schools Victoria,
2022; Perry, 2024). This marketisation of schools also incentivises schools to improve or
adapt to best suit their customers, as well as advertise their product to compete (Perty,
2024). With more non-Government schools entering the market (Fahey & Blaise, 2020;
Perry, 2024), some schools are secking to attract enrolments through advertising,
scholarships, and various other marketing frameworks (McCarthy, 2016).

However, it is presently unclear what sources of information parents find influential when
choosing a school, regardless of sector. With non-Government schools available at
various price points in the market, lower and middle-income families are now increasingly
able to enter the non-Government school market, which arguably incentivises both
higher-fee non-Government schools as well as State schools to improve their quality of
education to maintain enrolments (Fahey & Blaise, 2020). However, critics of a
marketisation model argue that such approaches do not lead to greater innovation and
diversity of schools, but increase conformity of schools. This is because schools may
adopt similar practices to attract ‘desirable’ students and risk losing unique features in the
pursuit of greater enrolments or reputational gain (Perry, 2024; Perry & Lubienski, 2020).
There is also evidence that school choice policies lead to “zero-sum’ transactions of
students between schools, rather than competition providing benefits to all schools (Perry
& Lubienski, 2020).

A further tangential component for the current context of schools and funding is that it
may mitigate possible risks. If policies with potential unintended negative consequences
were to be applied nationally, this would affect each child in Australia. As States may not
have to uniformly adopt some policies, this would reduce the effect of policies such as
these. And while there appear to be some positives in the arguments presented above, the
complexities underlying school choice also foster a number of potential negative
outcomes of current policies on school choice.

Possible limitations and negative consequences of school choice policies

It appears that current funding models in Australia have not emerged from planned
objectives or coherent rationales, but rather culminated as a result of historical and
political factors. The initial rationale behind providing government funding to non-
Government schools was to accommodate population growth and ensure that all schools
could meet basic needs, not to provide a choice or schools or facilitate competition
(Sinclair & Brooks, 2022). Thus, it is evident that there are limitations and negative
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consequences as a result of historical antecedents and post-hoc rationalisations for current
policies and funding models.

It is possible that school choice policies cause inequities in funding, which then affects
learning outcomes. When looking at total income per student, there are disparities
between sectors. In the 2022-2023 financial year, the national average per-student income
for State schools was $19,428, compared to $21,114 for Catholic schools and $27,279 for
Independent schools (ACARA (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority), 2025). A possible contributing factor toward the income disparity is the fact
that non-Government schools can charge fees while receiving government funding,
whereas State schools cannot (Gerrard et al., 2017; Sinclair & Brooks, 2022). An often-
reported outcome related to this income disparity is that State schools are perceived to
have lower-quality facilities and resources (Siggins, 2023).

However, this is somewhat simplistic, as the financial data shows that while the
differences between State and non-Government schools are often highlighted, State and
Catholic schools are closer in their incomes compared to Catholic and Independent
schools. Thus, a simple State and non-Government dichotomy does not adequately
illuminate income differences between schools. It should also be noted that the
relationship between increased funding and improved outcomes is not straightforward.
While funding almost certainly has some impact on student outcomes, some evidence
suggests that this relationship weakens once certain levels of funding are met (Baker &
Knight, 2025; OECD, 2023). Indeed, despite Australia having one of the highest
proportions of students in non-Government schools, the effect of socioeconomic
background on student achievement and variance in outcomes is lower in Australia than
the OECD average (Fahey & Blaise, 2020).

A further potential limitation of school choice policies is that a choice of schools may not
be available to some people due to financial or geographical reasons. Sufficient income is
certainly a barrier for some in terms of non-Government school enrolment. This is
evidenced by State schools educating higher proportions of students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds than Catholic and Independent schools. Conversely, Independent
schools, which charge higher fees than Catholic schools, educate a much higher
proportion of students from higher socio-economic backgrounds compared to the other
sectors (Australian Education Union, 2024; Sinclair & Brooks, 2022). With regard to
geographic limitations, many rural and remote locations do not have the population to
sustain a choice of schools. For many families in these areas, the only other choice of
schooling apart from the local State school is boarding schools, which may be hundreds
of kilometres away (MacDonald et al., 2024). Even within urban and suburban areas,
many lower-income families may not be able to travel greater distances to other schools.
Thus, parents who cannot afford the fees of non-Government schools or cannot travel
greater distances do not benefit from the competition facilitated by school choice policies,
as their ability to ‘choose’ another school is limited. Similarly, a funding model designed to
incentivise competition does not cater to communities where multiple competing schools
do not exist, such as rural and remote locations (MacDonald et al.,, 2024; Sinclair &
Brooks, 2022).
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As there are possible limitations to school choice policies, there may be negative
consequences that arise as a result of these limitations. For example, State schools enrol
the majority of students with backgrounds or characteristics associated with educational
disadvantage. This includes over eighty per cent of Indigenous students, more than three-
quarters of children with a disability, a vast majority of children living in poverty, and
approximately seventy per cent of students with a language background other than
English (MacDonald et al., 2024; Sinclair & Brooks, 2022). There is evidence that such
factors contribute to increased educational inequality associated with decreased academic
outcomes, as measured by national and international tests (MacDonald et al., 2024; Perry,
2024; Sinclair & Brooks, 2022; Yigiter, 2025). Such data points are available through the
OECD (2023). Despite the income disparities and perceived advantages held by some, it
must also be acknowledged that differences in socio-economic backgrounds cannot be
controlled for. Reducing funding for non-Government schools does not guarantee
improved outcomes for lower-income schools or reduce academic achievement disparities
associated with socioeconomic status. Parents with greater access to funds may use pay
for materials or services outside of school that would not be available to less affluent
parents. This may help to explain interesting trends in terms of demography.

Demographic trends

The previous two decades have shown an increasing proportion of students attending
non-Government schools across Australia. This proportional increase is primarily due to a
greater proportion of students being enrolled in Independent schools, with the proportion
of students in Catholic schools remaining fairly constant. In the same period, the
proportion of students enrolled in State schools has decreased (ABS (Australian Bureau of
Statistics), 2025). Indeed, despite population growth, State schools in some regions have
seen the total number of enrolments decrease in recent years. From 2022 to 2023, State
school enrolments decreased in most states and territories, with only Victoria and Western
Australia showing growth in State schools. In contrast, every state and territory showed
growth in enrolments for non-Government schools (ABS, 2025).

As increasing numbers of Australian parents are choosing to enrol their children in non-
Government schools, the religiosity of Australians is concurrently decreasing (ABS, 2022).
Data from the most recent census shows that religiosity, and particularly Christianity, is
decreasing at unprecedented rates (ABS, 2022). Catholic schools are, of course, affiliated
with Catholicism, and the majority of Independent schools are religiously affiliated, mostly
with some sect of Christianity (Independent Schools Australia, 2024). Given the declining
rates of religiosity, and specifically Christianity, one may think that parents would be less
inclined to send their children to a religiously affiliated, non-Government school. This, of
course, is not occurring. While the trends in religiosity and school enrolments are clear,
what is not clear is why more parents are choosing to send their children to non-
Government schools.
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Australian school choice literature

To avoid ambiguity or a lack of clarity, research studying the motivations, thought
processes, and opinions of parents and students regarding schools, school sectors, and
choosing schools will be referred to as ‘school choice’ research. Presently, Australian
research on school choice is scarce (Larsen, 2024). Consequently, some publications cited
in this section may have limitations relating to recency (Beavis, 2004; Groundwater-Smith,
2001; Campbell et al., 2009; Cahill & Gray, 2010; English, 2005) or potential shortcomings
in methodologies (Independent Schools Australia, 2021; Independent Schools
Queensland, 2022). Despite the limitations associated with citing this literature, the lack of
recent, peer-reviewed research makes it necessary to cite as much literature as possible
while being cognisant of the limitations of some of the publications.

The wording of factors was not consistent across publications, which necessitated
grouping similar concepts and demarcating them accordingly. As a result, the topics
discussed are not exhaustive of all possible options but provide an overview of the most
frequently present topics in the literature.

Factors generally perceived as important

Across the literature, some factors were ubiquitous and consistently perceived as
important by parents. These included considerations relating to the quality of teachers,
behaviour and discipline, the reputation of schools, and notions of individual ‘care’
(Angus, 2012; Beamish & Morely, 2013; Beavis, 2004; Cahill & Gray, 2010; English, 2005;
Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Australia, 2021; Independent Schools
Queensland, 2022; McCarthy, 2016; Morgan & Blackmore, 2013; Rowe & Windle, 2012;
Vera-Toscano, 2022; Windle, 2016; Yu, 2021).

Despite the professed importance of teacher quality, behaviour and discipline, and factors
relating to individual care, it was not clear how parents conceptualise these considerations.
Many facets may contribute to the ‘quality’ of a teacher, but it is not clear what
preferences were being measured. Similarly, behaviour and discipline, as well as individual
care, were not clearly defined. It is unknown what exact policies, practices, or
characteristics of a school these may refer to, as they may be interpreted differently by
parents.

The reputation of a school is likely related to how it is viewed holistically. Although when
the framing of the question is changed from the reputation of a school to statements such
as ‘all round quality’ and ‘high all round quality’, the results were mixed (Beamish &
Morely, 2013; Campbell et al., 2009; Windle, 2016; Yu, 2021). There may be some
connotations associated with the term ‘reputation’ that affect decision-making, such as
receiving information from a trusted individual that may not apply to phrases such as “all
round quality”.
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Factors with mixed results

Vague statements relating to notions of ‘success’ are present in the literature. However, in
some publications the wording is so vague that it is difficult to determine what
preferences are being measured. For example, factors presented in some literature read as
‘preparation for students to fulfil potential later in life’, ‘prospects for school leavers’,
‘academic performance’, ‘high academic quality’, ‘educational excellence’, ‘academic
quality’, ‘strong reputation for academic achievement’ (Beamish & Morely, 2013;
Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Australia, 2021; Independent Schools
Queensland, 2022; Yu, 2021). The importance of these factors is mixed, and the
inconsistency and ambiguity of the wording may be a contributing factor.

In some research, parents appeared to associate success with high academic achievement,
university acceptance, attaining a tertiary qualification, and gaining lucrative employment
(Angus, 2012; Cahill & Gray, 2010; Campbell et al., 2009). However, there may be
differences in how academic achievement or ‘success’ is viewed depending on the age of
the children of the respondents. Parents of secondary school-aged children viewed
academic results with more importance compared to parents of primary school-aged
children, who appeared to value qualities such as love of learning, curiosity, and reading,
writing, and numeracy skills more highly (Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools
Australia, 2022; Vera-Toscano, 2022; Yu, 2021).

Data on curricular and extracurricular considerations were also inconsistent, possibly due
to ambiguous and inconsistent wording across the literature. For curricular considerations,
most of the literature did not differentiate between a range of subjects taught, pedagogical
philosophies and practices, or options in senior secondary, such as ATAR pathways,
vocational pathways, and the International Baccalaureate (IB) program. Some research
reported that parents considered broad concepts of curricular options as important
(English, 2005; Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Queensland, 2022;
McCarthy, 2016; Morgan & Blackmore, 2013; Rowe & Windle, 2012); however,
preferences for specific considerations relating to curriculum are currently not clear.

Many publications presented the factor of ‘extracurricular options’, without defining it or
giving examples. Presumably, this includes music, sports, debating, miscellaneous clubs,
and more. While this concept may be less ambiguous, the data on extracurricular factors
were inconsistent (Beamish & Morely, 2013; McCarthy, 2016; Morgan & Blackmore, 2013;
Yu, 2021). Some have claimed that preferences for extracurricular options may be
culturally specific activities, such as ballet, choir, or sports, which suggests that culture is a
salient variable affecting preferences in this domain (Windle, 2016).

The relative importance of school facilities was mixed (Beamish & Morely, 2013; ISA,
2021; Independent Schools Queensland, 2022; Yu, 2021). Similarly, the perceived
importance of proximity and travel considerations was inconsistent (Beamish & Morely,
2013; Campbell et al., 2009; Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Windle, 2016). Although the
importance of travel and proximity is likely affected by variables such as the availability of
public transport, the capacity of parents to transport children, and income.
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Factors generally perceived as unimportant or less important

The ‘values’ of a school and how well these reflect values important to parents were
generally not considered important (Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Windle, 2016; Yu, 2021).
Similarly, the physical appearance of students, including uniforms, as well as religious
factors, were usually not viewed with importance (Beavis, 2004; English, 2005;
Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Australia, 2021; Independent Schools
Queensland, 2022; Windle, 2016). However, what is encompassed by ‘values’ was not
clear in any literature and could be conflated with religious considerations. Uniform and
appearance could have also been broken down into more detailed factors, facilitating a
clearer understanding of what specifically parents consider important in a school uniform.

Class, culture, prestige, and tradition

Concepts of class, culture, prestige, and social capital are prevalent in school choice
research, but difficult to define and measure. Some claim variables related to class and
culture all play a large role when choosing schools (English, 2005; McCarthy, 2016;
Morgan & Blackmore, 2013; Rowe & Windle, 2012). Others make the stronger claim that
socioeconomic or cultural factors are fundamental reasons why parents choose a school,
rather than having well-defined, or evidence-based reasons informing their choice of
school (Kenway, 2013; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). Indeed, there is evidence that parents
are cognisant of a school’s demographics and seek schools with socio-economic profiles
that will allow their children to maintain or improve their social and educational standing
and/or advantages (Campbell et al., 2009; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017).

Some researchers have provided counterexamples to the claim that parents seek schools
with higher socioeconomic profiles. Some parents have expressed a dislike of the culture
of some affluent non-Government schools. Specifically, they perceived elite non-
Government schools as having cultural insularity, causing ‘snobbishness” and elitism.
These parents expressed preferences for selective State schools over non-Government
schools (Beavis, 2004; English, 2005; Windle, 2016). However, factors relating to culture
and class are likely contextual and, by their nature, difficult to generalise. Additionally,
because of the vast range of demographics both within and between school sectors, any
research making general statements on the class or culture of schools may fail to
appreciate the nuance and uniqueness of each context.

When asked explicitly, ‘tradition’, or the importance that children attend the same school
as their parents, was not an important consideration (Beamish & Morely, 2013; Campbell
et al., 2009; Yu, 2021). However, some evidence suggests that parental school attendance
does influence how parents choose a school. Parents are most likely to choose the sector
of schooling they attended, particularly those who attended a non-Government school.
Moreover, when asked how important it is to send their child to a school of a particular
sector, parents indicated that it was not an important consideration (Beamish & Morely,
2013; Windle, 2016; Yu, 2021). Contradicting this, however, parents who attended a non-
Government school were much less likely to choose a State school, and conversely, those
who attended State schools were more likely to send their children to a different sector of
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school compared to parents who did not attend a State school (Dearden et al., 2011;
Campbell et al., 2009).

There is also evidence that the religious identification of parents affects the choice of
school. People identifying as Catholic tended to view the religion of a school with greater
importance (Warren, 2016) and were much more likely to send their child to a Catholic
school (Dearden et al,, 2011). Although, as mentioned previously, it is not clear if parents
are conflating ‘values’ with religious considerations. These data suggest that while parents
may not view explicit concepts of tradition as important, they appear to have preferences
for schools more similar to those that they attended, and this preference is more strongly
held by individuals who attended non-Government schools. There may be unknown or
unconscious preferences related to tradition that haven’t been measured well by previous
research. In the end, parental decision-making maintains a great degree of complexity.
However, theories pertaining to how individuals make decisions might shed some light on
said complexity.

Decision theories

There are a variety of theoretical frameworks that seek to unpack and understand
decision-making mechanisms which have been applied to education; two notable
examples are Rational Choice Theory RCT) and Bebavionral Economics (BE) (Hindmoor &
Taylor, 2017). Knowledge of these theories may facilitate a greater understanding of
relevant processes, patterns, and considerations related to decision-making and thus
provide a better insight into why parents may choose a particular school.

RCT posits that when an individual has an objective and is presented with choices, if
given sufficient information, they will always choose the option that best achieves their
objectives (Krull, 2016; Steele & Stefansson, 2020). This theory of decision-making aligns
with the rationale behind school choice policies, in that parents can choose the ‘best’
school available to them when provided with several options. Under the right conditions
and with sufficient information, RCT may be a useful tool to understand why parents
choose a particular school. However, RCT is an a priori theory, and as a result, some
assumptions underpinning the theory have been contradicted by contemporary research.
For example, RCT assumes that individual preferences and decisions are consistent,
independent of seemingly irrelevant external factors, and transitive, but these claims are
not supported by evidence (Mallard, 2017; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, 2024). Consequently, while RCT has been used in educational contexts and
may help to explain some phenomena related to decision making, it is prudent to also
consider other fields that use empirical evidence to support their claims.

BE is a field of research within behavioural science, combining elements of psychology,
anthropology, cognitive science, and psychology (Jabbar, 2011). While RCT makes
assumptions and attempts to understand human behaviour with these assumptions at the
forefront, BE seeks to gather empirical data, including experimental data, to test
hypotheses with the aim of better understanding human behaviour (Koch et al., 2015).
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Ergo, BE does not suffer from the same limitations as RCT stemming from adherence to
rigid assumptions. Findings from BE have indicated that preferences are ill-defined,
malleable, unstable over time, shaped by contexts and framing, and affected by how
individuals think they will be perceived (Jabbar, 2011; Koch et al, 2015; National
Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024). Importantly, it has also been
found that individuals have a limited capacity to process relevant information, frequently
rely on intuitive reasoning, and often make cognitive errors when making decisions
(Jabbar, 2011; National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024). Being
cognisant of these findings is important because they demonstrate that while parents may
consider their goals clear and preferences consistent, this may not be true. Thus, an
understanding of BE may aid in providing an empirically justified amount of healthy
scepticism to claims made by parents as well as provide nuanced insights into parental
decision-making,.

Parental decision making

When choosing schools, contemporary research suggests that many families did not know
all the options available to them or how to gain information on these options (Windle,
2010). In fact, Independent Schools Queensland (2022) found that 46% of parents only
considered sending their child to an Independent school, compared to 33% of parents
who considered options from all three sectors of schooling. In addition to not considering
all schooling options, many parents seemed to value the subjective opinions of those close
to them over more ‘objective’ sources of information. Recommendations from friends,
colleagues, or other parents were identified as the most common and influential source of
information, with the opinions of children also being an influential variable
(Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Australia, 2021; Independent Schools
Queensland, 2022; Yu, 2021). Parents who are not fluent in English particulatly rely on
relatives, friends, or their children to inform their decision-making, and this appears to be
even more prevalent among skilled migrants with high educational qualifications
(Campbell et al., 2009; Windle, 2016).

From this, it appears that parents may not necessarily seek all possible information and
consider all available options to ‘rationally’ choose a school. Instead, it seems that the
most influential information parents are gathering is anecdotal, subjective evidence from
trusted individuals whom they can conveniently access. Instead of deliberating on the full
range of schools available to them, parents appear to exclude schools without having clear
reasons for doing so. Taken in its entirety, the literature noted above offers a framework
for further research in understanding how parents make decisions about the schools their
children might attend.

Directions for future research

Previous calls for more research on parental considerations and preferences when
choosing schools (Angus, 2012; Windle, 2009) have had little impact on the volume of
peer-reviewed research on this topic in Australia. Currently, there is a paucity of research
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in Australian contexts investigating why parents may choose a particular school (Larsen,
2024). While there is some Australian literature researching how parents perceive
information sources and other factors when choosing a school, there is a substantial lack
of contemporary, peer-reviewed research. Recent Australian publications that measure
preferences from organisations such as Independent Schools Australia (2021) and
Independent Schools Queensland (2022) suffer limitations, as they lack the
methodological scrutiny provided by the peer-review process. Notwithstanding the
existence of some, albeit aged, peer-reviewed research investigating what factors and
information sources parents consider important, there remains a lack of research
quantitatively comparing the perceived importance of factors and information sources.
Whilst the reasons for sending a child to a non-Government school vary between
individuals, there may be factors consistently considered by all as more important than
others. Similarly, despite some variation between individuals, there may be information
sources that are generally viewed as more influential than others. Consequently, a large
knowledge gap in this area of educational research could be filled by future research
endeavours.

Future research that is either wholly quantitative or containing a quantitative component
may be particularly useful in filling the current knowledge gap. The majority of peer-
reviewed Australian literature on this topic is qualitative. Qualitative methodologies are
useful for exploring the nuances of complex issues and providing detailed understandings
of social phenomena that are poorly understood or lack existing theories or literature
(Liamputtong, 2013; Mertens, 2020). However, because of the non-probabilistic nature of
purposive sampling, the samples gathered through these methods often suffer from
sampling biases, and findings from results cannot be generalised (Walter, 2019). As there
is a particular knowledge gap in generalisable data that can be applied to a large
population, using only qualitative methodologies would not fill this knowledge gap,
meaning that research that is completely quantitative, or research containing a quantitative
component, would best provide new knowledge on this phenomenon that would begin to
fill this knowledge gap. Utilising quantitative methods such as surveys allows researchers
to collect data about preferences or beliefs from large samples across large geographical
areas relatively quickly, which facilitates the collection and representation of a diversity of
viewpoints (Bergmann, 2008; Creswell, 2015).

Moreover, samples could be stratified based on many factors to determine if there are
differences between subsets of the population. However, it must be acknowledged that
quantitative research does not adequately investigate personal stories or the perspectives
of individuals, and the nuances of context are lost when these methods are utilised (Poth,
2018). Therefore, mixed-methods methodologies may be especially suitable for research in
this area. These methodologies aim to investigate phenomena inaccessible when using
only quantitative or qualitative methods, or to provide a greater understanding of a
research problem compared to only using quantitative or qualitative methods (Creswell,
2015; Poth, 2018). The explanatory sequential method is especially useful to investigate
phenomena when there is insufficient literature or no guiding theories to draw upon. This
is because previously unknown information can first be discovered at a surface level
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through the quantitative phase and then examined in more depth during the qualitative
phase (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2007).

A consequence of limited contemporary quantitative research is that presently, there are
no suitable surveys that can be used by researchers. Existing surveys either contain
insufficient survey items or items containing unclear or ambiguous wording, and do not
sufficiently measure the perceived importance of information sources, or both (Beamish
& Morely, 2013; Groundwater-Smith, 2001; Independent Schools Australia, 2021;
Independent Schools Queensland, 2022; Yu, 2021). Despite this, the available literature
does identify factors and information sources relevant to choosing a school, even though
at times the specifics were inexact. Ergo, an original survey could be developed by
incorporating relevant components taken directly from the literature or logically derived
from the literature, as well as improving on the limitations of existing surveys. Measures of
construct reliability, such as Cronbach’s alpha, could be used to determine the reliability of
the factors presented in the survey, and thus how useful the survey may be for future
research (Finch, 2020).

Significance of future research

Given the trends in student enrolment mentioned previously, future research could aim to
discover why these trends are occurring to create new knowledge that may lead to an
improved understanding of the school choice phenomenon and add to the literature on
this topic within the Australian context. Moreover, future research could facilitate a better
understanding of what parents perceive as ‘important’ when making decisions about
schooling, and what information sources parents consider influential to their decision-
making when choosing a school. In turn, this may provide an understanding of why
parents choose particular schools, and potentially, why an increasing number of parents
prefer to enrol their children in non-Government schools over State schools. As a result,
findings from future research may guide school decisions about policies and practices,
which may facilitate increased enrolments. An understanding of what parents view as
important may be beneficial to schools by providing information on what parents deem
important, thus guiding what schools can emphasise in their policies and practices.

If a greater body of literature were established that revealed consistent parental
preferences, further research could be conducted to elaborate on those results. For
example, survey items such as ‘teacher quality’ or ‘uniform’ could be further interrogated
by future research to achieve a better understanding of these preferences. Research such
as this could seek to better understand how parents conceptualise the ‘quality’ of a
teacher, and what tangible characteristics parents relate to ‘quality’. Similarly, the
importance of aspects of a school uniform could also be investigated in greater detail by
seeking to understand how parents perceive the importance of various components of a
uniform policy, such as policies on jewellery, hair, and more. Thus, initial research
measuring preferences could lead to more in-depth follow-up research on numerous
topics.
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Finally, future research may seek to understand if parents’ reasoning is justified by
evidence. If parents were to consistently rate a factor as being ‘most’ important, an avenue
of future research may be to determine if these factors are supported by evidence. For
example, if parents were to rate a factor such as ‘quality of facilities” as being a reason to
send their children to a non-Government school, this may imply that the quality of
facilities at some schools is better than others. Future research may be able to understand
why individuals have these perceptions and whether the perceptions are accurate.
Research such as this may be particularly useful when investigating schools in an area that
may be ‘competing’ for enrolments.
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