
2015 marks 40 years of publicaƟon of Independence, the biannual 
journal of the AssociaƟon of Heads of Independent Schools of 
Australia. To celebrate, AHISA presents for its members and friends 
a special series of interviews with people of influence in educaƟon 
and educaƟonal leadership, and material from the Independence 
archives. This month we publish an essay by the journal’s Editor. 

APRIL 2015: FROM THE EDITOR 

INDEPENDENCE was birthed in 1975 as the journal of the Headmasters’ Conference of Independent Schools of 
Australia (known as HMC). When HMC and the AssociaƟon of Heads of Independent Girls’ Schools of Australia 
(AHIGSA) amalgamated to form AHISA in 1985, publicaƟon of the journal conƟnued under the umbrella of the 
new associaƟon. 

In the early years there was a missing issue or two, and a volume renumbering, but producƟon had stabilised by 
the Ɵme publicaƟon of the journal passed to AHISA. Conceived as a journal by Heads for Heads, its editorship 
was tradiƟonally an honorary role performed by current or newly reƟred members of AHISA. The increasing 
demands of Principalship were the prompt for AHISA to seek outside its membership for an Editor, supported by 
an editorial sub-commiƩee comprised of AHISA members. Mr Garth Wynne, Headmaster of Christ Church 
Grammar School in Perth, Western Australia, is Chair of the 2013-15 sub-commiƩee. 

AHISA members who have served as Editors of Independence are: 

1975-85       JUDGE PETER GEBHART, then Head of The Geelong College, VIC 
1986-93       MR PAUL MCKEOWN AM, on reƟrement as Headmaster of Canberra Grammar School, ACT 
1993-97       MR TONY RAE AM, on reƟrement as Headmaster of Newington College, NSW 
1997-2000   MR JEREMY MADIN, then Headmaster of Christ Church Grammar School, WA 
2001-07       THE REV. CHRISTOPHER WELSH, then Headmaster of Oxley College, NSW 

LYNDAL WILSON has worked in policy and communicaƟons in the independent schools 
sector for over 20 years. She has a BA and GradDipEd (Secondary). She has been Editor of 
AHISA’s journal, Independence, since Issue 2 of 2007.  

In this essay, Ms Wilson examines the rhetoric of those who campaign against non-
government schools and the truth of claims made about the performance of independent 
schools. She argues that the ‘war’ against non-governments schools has only served to 
protect state and territory governments from full public scruƟny of the quality of their own 
educaƟon provision, and condemned many young Australians to academic under-
achievement.  

The opinions expressed in her essay are not necessarily those of AHISA.  
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dis·in·for·ma·Ɵon 

ˌdɪsɪnfəˈmeɪʃ(ə)n 

DefiniƟon: False informaƟon that is given to 
people in order to make them believe 
something or to hide the truth. 

Merriam-Webster DicƟonary, hƩp://www.merriam-
webster.com/dicƟonary/disinformaƟon 

THERE ARE those with such a deep-seated 
antagonism to the very existence of non-government 
schools that the likelihood of reasoned public debate 
on educaƟon provision in Australia seems ever 
remote. Unfortunately, apart from a few notable 
excepƟons, neither reason nor truth plays a strong 
part in the ongoing war against non-government 
schools. Instead, the weapon of choice is 
disinformaƟon. 

In the last 15 years some quite sophisƟcated and no 
doubt costly disinformaƟon campaigns have been 
waged against non-government schools. Up unƟl 
about seven years ago, most of these campaigns 
were linked to federal elecƟon campaigns; their aim 
appeared to be to persuade parliamentarians and 
those who vote for them that support for the 
educaƟon of students aƩending non-government 
schools was a crime against the naƟon.  

With a war chest largely financed by the Australian 
EducaƟon Union, such campaigns were waged on 
mulƟple false fronts, for example: ‘private schools 
create social and religious “enclaves” that undermine 
social cohesion’; ‘private schools undermine 
Australia’s democracy’; ‘public schools are in danger 
of “residualisaƟon”’; and that old chestnut, sƟll to be 
found in leƩers to the editors of major metropolitan 
dailies, ‘private schools are funded at the expense of 
public schools’.  

Private schools were demonised as the root cause of 
inequitable outcomes in school educaƟon. Not only 
were they accused of draining the public purse, it 
was claimed that they used public money to seduce 
the best teachers out of public schools, and stole the 
best and brightest students away from public schools 
with lucraƟve scholarships. 

Public vs private 

As I have argued elsewhere1, the choice of language 
for these campaigns is deliberate. The classificaƟon 
of schools as either ‘public’ or ‘private’ reflects far 
more than common usage: it is a means to obscure 

the disƟncƟon between the public purposes of 
schooling and the public insƟtuƟons of schooling. 
Governments do not need to own schools to ensure 
all children have access to them, any more than local 
councils need to own garbage trucks to provide 
householders with rubbish removal services.  

The terms ‘public’ and ‘private’ are not used to 
denote ownership, they are used to create and 
sustain division between ‘us’ (public and ‘inclusive’) 
and ‘them’ (private and ‘exclusive’).  

Consider for a moment the effect of replacing the 
term ‘public’ with the descriptor ‘schools owned by 
governments’ and replacing ‘private’ with ‘schools 
owned by community groups’. That’s hardly likely to 
pit neighbour against neighbour, is it? A school 
owned by a community group sounds a liƩle too 
much like something ‘us’ might want to be part of or, 
worse, deem to be a demonstraƟon of the 
entrepreneurial effort that so oŌen serves to 
invigorate democracies and economies. 

So successful is the term ‘public versus private’, first 
in dividing the community and then in uniƟng the ‘us’ 
parƟes through the common purpose of being 
against ‘them’, that it is sƟll used to define the 
ground of debate. It is a giŌ to media searching for 
headlines and grabs that will polarise opinion. 

One of the quite clever tacƟcs of campaigns in the 
00s was to engage high profile or otherwise 
reputable ‘advocates’ or ‘champions’ for the 
underdog of public educaƟon in its fight for survival 
against the creeping cancer that was private 
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educaƟon. Top educaƟon bureaucrats, professors of 
educaƟon, high profile media personaliƟes and even 
an eminent scienƟst who had been Australian of the 
Year weighed in with opinions or concerns, none of 
which were backed by evidence.  

It is a true mark of the success of these campaigns 
that they could propose and sustain the status of 
underdog for schools whose owners had access to 
mulƟ-billion dollar budgets and were able to draw on 
communiƟes of millions of people. 

In the early 00s, the preoccupaƟon with non-
government schools as undermining social inclusion 
led to proposals that schools funding models should 
be linked to enrolment policies. The following is a 
good example of the tenor of the language used: 

Such approaches to funding might be adapted from 
the concept of resources taxes to limit toxic 
greenhouse gas emissions. The right to pracƟse 
parƟcular forms of exclusion could be purchased 
from the government, much as the right to certain 
levels of carbon gas emission . . . 2 

The introducƟon of the SES model to distribute 
federal general recurrent grants to ‘toxic’ non-
government schools, which had the effect of 
delivering increased funding to the sector, drove self-
styled public educaƟon advocates to even further 
extremes. Ideological bias among some educaƟon 
academics became more pronounced, with criƟcal 
rigour discarded like a cumbersome garment in an 
undignified and muddy scramble to what was 
thought of as higher moral ground. Let me give you 
one example.  

A Victorian research insƟtute of otherwise high 
reputaƟon published a paper on the SES model by a 
professor of educaƟon, also of otherwise high 
reputaƟon. The professor was criƟcal of the model 
and the funding it delivered to non-government 
schools because of the crudity of using postcodes as 
a measure to determine SES. A leƩer was duly sent 
protesƟng this fatal flow in the professor’s 
argument. As anyone who had bothered to properly 
research the SES model should have known, student 
addresses were linked to Census CollecƟon Districts, 
not postcodes. A CollecƟon District contains only 
about 220 households. (The postcode area in which I 
live embraces over 14,000 people!) A leƩer came 
back in due course to say the insƟtute would stand 

by the research as describing the SES model as based 
on postcodes rather than the far smaller and more 
homogenous CollecƟon Districts was ‘a maƩer of 
interpretaƟon’. 

This slippery hold on indisputable fact evident in the 
work of some academics meant that ‘interpretaƟons’ 
about the nature and role of non-government 
schools spread like bindi weed in a suburban lawn; 
one academic paper referenced another academic 
paper and within five citaƟons a sloppy opinion had 
become evidence. We can see this at play in advice 
to the Gillard Government’s Review of Funding for 
Schooling (Gonski Review). Referencing published 
academic papers, some of the Panel’s commissioned 
research reports maintained that non-government 
schools and/or the exercise of school choice 
explained the under-achievement of some students 
in government schools. 

While these campaigns can boast some successful 
skirmishes, there was no ulƟmate victory. For all the 
effort expended and academic reputaƟons tarnished, 
for all the no doubt several millions of dollars of 
teacher union funds that were spent, this war never 
produced anything of worth, certainly not in any 
classroom that I’ve ever heard of.  

Unfortunately, this wasteful war conƟnues and, in 
spite of fresh tacƟcs, its most recent campaign 
conƟnues to demonstrate its fuƟlity. 

Hip pocket warfare 

The current campaign is akin to a social markeƟng 
campaign. The old arguments about non-government 
schools undermining Australian democracy never 
really worked. It seems a lot of Australians thought 

‘It is a true mark of the success of 
these campaigns that they could 
propose and sustain the status of 
underdog for schools whose 
owners had access to mulƟ-billion 
dollar budgets and were able to 
draw on communiƟes of millions  
of people.’ 

3 



that by choosing to educate their children in a non-
government school they were actually exercising 
their democraƟc rights, and enrolments in 
independent schools conƟnued to climb.  

The new campaign is a sophisƟcated aƩempt to put a 
collar and leash on the highly subjecƟve issue of 
value for money. Aimed straight at parents’ hip 
pockets, so far it has managed to get a good run in 
the park. Of course, having the inside running helps 
enormously, as I shall explain. 

Once parents choose to educate their child in a non-
government school they lose eligibility for the same 
level of government support for their child’s 
educaƟon that would be available if their child 
aƩended a government-owned school. While 
governments contribute some money on a per 
student basis, with the amount depending on the 
relaƟve advantage of the school community, families 
have to bridge the gap by paying fees. The less 
governments contribute, the more parents have to 
pay.3  

As we read in the press every Ɵme the Australian 
Scholarships Group issues its annual prompt to 
parents to invest in educaƟon savings plans, the cost 
of educaƟng one or more children in non-
government schools can account for a large chunk of 
a family’s aŌer-tax income. In stark contrast is the 
very low cost to families of educaƟng their children in 
government-owned schools.  

This cost differenƟal is what gives legs to this 
parƟcular dog of an argument, especially in the 
aŌermath of the Global Financial Crisis. The body of 
the argument is the proposiƟon that the ‘products’ 
are the same, usually expressed in terms of student 
academic achievement. I’ll come to that shortly, but 
first let’s deal with the hip pocket. 

Pick-a-mug 

It is essenƟal for the success of the current campaign 
(I will call it ‘Fido’, for short) to have people think of 
government schools as ‘free’. But of course, they are 
not free. Far from it. In 2012-13, collecƟve recurrent 
expenditure on government schools by Australian, 
state and territory governments was worth $36.9 
billion, with another $1.9 billion on top for capital 
expenditure. NaƟonally, the average per student 

recurrent expenditure by governments for 
government-owned schools was $15,703.4 
Government schools are not ‘free’, but as the cost of 
educaƟng students in them is largely borne by the 
enƟre community, there is no noƟceable impact on 
individual pay packets. 

Fido certainly finds it easy to neglect the taxpayer 
who foots the bill for public educaƟon. Instead, the 
campaign invites parents to imagine about other 
ways they might be spending those private school 
fees. Just in case their imaginaƟons are exhausted 
from all that hard work to cover the cost of their 
children’s educaƟon, Fido offers ready-made dreams. 

One memorable example was given in an arƟcle 
published by The Sydney Morning Herald.5 A former 
adverƟsing execuƟve, now public educaƟon 
advocate and media commentator, revealed that she 
and her husband, who lived on Sydney’s lower North 
Shore, sent their two children to Mosman High 
School, saving an esƟmated $300,000 on private 
school fees: 

The girls got a fantasƟc educaƟon and we were free 
to use that money in other ways. We took them 
overseas – twice – we bought good computer 
technology, we got them great coaching when they 
needed it and we are now paying their HECS fees. 

The savings also allowed the family to buy an 87-
hectare country retreat.  

Paying private school fees? You’re a mug, growls 
Fido. (Given stories like the above, you could be 
forgiven for assuming it is the taxpayer who is the 
mug. And please don’t accept the implicaƟon of this 
kind of spin, that when it comes to schools, 
government schools are perceived simply as the best 
opƟon to increase personal financial capital at the 
expense of the taxpayer. Many parents buy real 
estate or rent in the catchment zones of their 
preferred government school to ensure their child’s 
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enrolment, and aƩending the local school is a major 
factor for some families, especially in the primary 
years.) 

MenƟons of individual public schools in the Fido 
campaign are relaƟvely rare. For the campaign to be 
successful, it must encourage parents to think about 
public schools in general, not in the parƟcular, 
because schools are all very different and, in spite of 
the fact that government schools within each state 
and territory have the same owner, there is 
tremendous diversity among them.  

Just to put the above example of school choice in the 
context of that diversity, according to My School, 
Mosman High School has an ICSEA score of 1149 
(that is, it is a high-advantage school); 65 per cent of 
its 1030 students are in the top quarƟle of the ICSEA 
spread and only one per cent in the lowest quarƟle. 
Per student net recurrent expenditure in 2013 was 
only $11,898 (considerably lower than the NSW in-
school per student average for secondary schools of 
$16,346) but, significantly, this figure reflects $1.16 
million that was raised that year from fees, charges 
and parent contribuƟons.  

In contrast, the public high school where the family 
has their country property has an ICSEA score of 965 
and only nine per cent of 660 students are in the top 
quarƟle of the ICSEA spread; 45 per cent are in the 
lowest quarƟle. The gap in school mean scores for 
Year 9 achievement averaged across the five NAPLAN 
domains was 61 points, in favour of Mosman High 
School.  

Per student expenditure at the country school was 
$13,959, with an impressive $395,873 raised from 
fees, charges and parent contribuƟons. Very 
generous considering the high proporƟon of 
students from low-SES families, but then of course 
these parents don’t have the same demands on their 
pockets as do jetseƫng city dwellers purchasing a 
country retreat; they already live in the country.  

Performance propaganda 

The main message of the Fido campaign is that given 
the choice between two similar products, one ‘free’ 
and one that involves personal expenditure, you’d 
have to be preƩy silly to fork out your money. 
Brushing aside incidental differences such as co-

curriculum, pastoral care and faciliƟes, not to 
menƟon school climate – but lingering a moment to 
play with the ‘old school Ɵe’ or ‘networks’ – the 
campaign fearlessly delivers its favourite tagline: 
‘There is no difference in performance between 
public and private schools’. Look at Fido’s tail wag! 
Hear Fido bark! ‘The evidence proves it!’ Woof!  

AŌer more than a decade watching the anƟcs of the 
public educaƟon lobby, use of the term ‘evidence’ by 
its warriors puts me on guard. Evidence? Or just 
more ‘interpretaƟon’?  Whatever it is, I would 
recommend circling it at a distance and sniffing 
carefully before approaching. 

What the excited Fido is poinƟng to – one front leg 
raised, neck stretched and tail extended – is 
comprised mostly of analysis of NAPLAN data.  Some 
of this analysis has been undertaken by academics, 
some by former government school principals and 
some by the media. All of them recognise a large gap 
in the raw mean scores of independent schools and 
government schools across the five NAPLAN domains 
(reading, wriƟng, spelling, grammar and punctuaƟon 
and numeracy). All aƩempt to explain the gap away 
by either the socioeconomic background (SES) of the 
students or the schools, the family characterisƟcs of 
the students or the prior achievement or ‘general 
ability’ of the students. In other words, they argue 
that independent schools do well – that is, their 
students get high marks in NAPLAN – not because of 
anything the schools do, but because of the 
characterisƟcs of the students they enrol. 

I am not an academic, I have no background in 
staƟsƟcs, and I have no way of checking the data, but 
I would be prepared to accept the findings in at least 
some of the research on NAPLAN data. I know there 
are severe limitaƟons to the NAPLAN tesƟng and 
what it tells us about how children are faring at 
school, but even so, students are siƫng the same 
tests; the narrowness of NAPLAN data is not a good 
reason to dismiss all the stories the data tell.  

The problem, it seems to me, is not always with the 
findings (although the factors analysed are oŌen 
limited), but with the way they are described and the 
use to which they are put. There are some notable 
excepƟons, but bear with me while I work through a 
few examples to illustrate the point. 
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Bias and misrepresentaƟon 

Recent analysis of Year 3 and 5 NAPLAN results 
married to the Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children (LSAC) data found no evidence that 
independent schools affect student achievement 
aŌer accounƟng for a range of student and family 
characterisƟcs.6  

On release of the analysis, the media launched into 
blanket conclusions about the value of the educaƟon 
on offer in non-government schools. For example, 
Brisbane’s The Courier Mail proclaimed in its 
headline, ‘No benefit in private schooling: 
Queensland study’. On its website, ABC’s AM radio 
program ran a headline to their coverage which read, 
‘Study suggests mums working to pay kids' private 
school fees should stay at home and use public 
schools instead’. The ABC’s PM program was more 
restrained: ‘No academic advantage gained in private 
schools: research’. The Australian’s headline ran, 
‘‘Private schools “perform no beƩer”’. They’re big 
claims to promote about analysis that reaches only to 
Year 5; most people think of schooling as a 
developmental experience of possibly 12 years’ 
duraƟon.  

Which points to one of the most dissaƟsfying aspects 
of the way much of the NAPLAN research is 
interpreted – when it comes to determining 
differences in school ‘value adding’, are two-year or 
four- year Ɵmeframes sufficient to determine school 
effects on student learning, especially in the primary 
years? Analysis of NAPLAN data from Years 7 to 9 
compared to Years 3 and 5 suggests the effect of 
schools on student learning may be cumulaƟve. At 
the very least, it suggests schools can help to 
overcome any disadvantages inherited from families 
and their circumstances. 

Late in 2014 The Australian published its own 
analysis of NAPLAN data. While no informaƟon was 
given that allows for a judgment to be made about 
the breadth of the data or the accuracy of its 
analysis, I offer it here for consideraƟon because it 
does allow a comparison between a measure of 
school performance from Year 3 to Year 5 against 
Year 7 to 9. At the same Ɵme it is also a good 
example of how media reporƟng can bury otherwise 
important informaƟon under ‘interpretaƟon’. 

The Australian’s analysis classified schools into four 
categories based on student gain between Years 3 
and 5 and between Years 7 and 9, as measured 
against the average progress of all students: 

• schools with low-scoring students making liƩle 
progress were designated as ‘low-performing 
schools’ 

• schools with low-scoring students who were 
advancing more quickly than expected were 
designated as ‘improving schools’ 

• schools with high-scoring students who showed 
liƩle improvement above expected levels were 
designated as ‘coasƟng schools’ 

• schools with high-scoring students who were also 
improving above the average gain of all students 
were designated as ‘successful schools’. 

I have taken The Australian’s findings and illustrated 
them in Charts 1 and 2. Note that students in schools 
deemed as ‘coasƟng’ or ‘successful’ are sƟll 
achieving high scores. (The charts are published at 
size on the following page, so they are easier to 
compare.) 

The Australian published its NAPLAN research on 9 
December 2014, under the heading, ‘High scores 
hide schools’ failure to improve’. That certainly 
stopped readers focusing on the fact that in Year 5 
60 per cent and upwards of non-government schools 
had high-scoring students, irrespecƟve of whether 
the students were progressing at above average 
rates. In Year 9, 70 per cent and upwards of non-
government schools had high scoring students.  

Even according to The Australian’s own analysis, the 
proporƟon of ‘successful’ non-government schools – 
that is, schools with high-scoring students who were 
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‘Analysis of NAPLAN data from 
Years 7 to 9 compared to Years 3 
and 5 suggests the effect of schools 
on student learning may be 
cumulaƟve.’ 

Charts on page 7; text con nues page 8. 
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CHART 1. NAPLAN 2013: Years 3-5: Data as published by The Australian, 9 December 2014; chart presentaƟon by Lyndal Wilson. 

CHART 2. NAPLAN 2013: Years 7-9: Data as published by The Australian, 9 December 2014; chart presentaƟon by Lyndal Wilson. 

Note the increase in the proporƟon of high-scoring students in non-government schools by Year 9 and the significant increase in the 
proporƟon of non-governments schools classified as ’successful’. 



also demonstraƟng above average gain – is 
remarkable. Yet these are the opening paragraphs of 
the paper’s page one arƟcle: 

The focus on high test scores is masking the 
failure of schools to improve their students' 
learning, with a substanƟal proporƟon of fee-
charging private schools ‘coasƟng’ on their high-
achieving students, who make liƩle progress.  

Analysis of naƟonal literacy and numeracy test 
results shows about 40 per cent of private 
primary schools and 35 per cent of private 
secondary schools are coasƟng, looking good 
with high test results but failing to record 
significant improvement in student scores. 

It is not unƟl many paragraphs later, in the 
conƟnuaƟon of the story on page two, that the high 
performance of non-government schools rates a 
(small) menƟon. 

Startling as this evidence of media bias is, let’s not 
ignore the interesƟng aspects of the data. NoƟce the 
significant jump in the proporƟon of non-
government schools deemed ‘successful’ according 
to Years 7-9 data compared to Years 3-5 data. This is 
important. It may be possible to dismiss the high 
scores of non-government schools as merely a 
reflecƟon of student SES or prior student 
achievement, but gains beyond those predicted by 
prior achievement cannot be explained away in this 
manner.  

Note also that the proporƟon of ‘successful’ 
government schools shrinks. I can hear Fido howling 
that this is simply the effect of private schools 
stealing away all the high performing students from 
public schools with lucraƟve scholarships. The 
relaƟvely small proporƟon of students on 
scholarships could not possibly explain either the 
increase in ‘successful’ non-government schools or 
the decrease in ‘successful’ government schools.  

Of course, many children change schools at Year 7 
and so this analysis does not necessarily support the 
noƟon of a cumulaƟve school effect, but clearly 
something is going on, and it might just be ‘value 
adding’. Surely the fact that non-government schools 
are clearly able to get enough students improving 

above expectaƟons and thereby shiŌ their raƟng 
from ‘coasƟng’ to ‘successful’ makes whatever they 
are doing worthy of invesƟgaƟon.  

There is some overseas research that I believe sheds 
some much needed light into why non-government 
schools obtain these results, but let me press the 
‘pause’ buƩon for a quick word on the official 
country analysis of Australia’s PISA results, as 
undertaken by the Australian Council for EducaƟonal 
Research (ACER). 

StaƟsƟcs and damned lies 

Results of the OECD’s Programme for InternaƟonal 
Student Assessment (PISA) and the associated 
ranking of parƟcipaƟng countries and economies 
carry such weight that some naƟons are prepared to 
build their educaƟon policies around them. 
Australia’s country report is therefore a serious 
document. 

Since 2009, the reporƟng of Australia’s PISA results 
has included some analysis by school sector – 
government, Catholic and independent. ACER’s PISA 
2009 and 2012 country reports both noted 
significant gaps in the raw mean scores between 
schools in the different sectors, and in the 
proporƟons of students in the different achievement 
percenƟles. Both reports work very hard to minimise 
these differences. For example, in ACER’s PISA 2009 
report7, the fact that 25 per cent of students in 
independent schools achieving in mathemaƟcal 
literacy at the highest proficiency levels of 5 and 6 
(against 14 per cent of students in government 
schools) was aƩributed to ‘most’ independent 
schools being ‘selecƟve in terms of academic 
achievement’. Whether a gross error or just an 
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Text con nued from page 6. ‘Surely the fact that non-
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unhappy choice of phrasing, fortunately this 
misleading explanaƟon was not repeated in the PISA 
2012 report.  

The PISA 2012 Australia country report does 
however sustain the spin cycle in the data wash. For 
example, the wider spread of scores between the 
95th and 5th percenƟles in mathemaƟcal literacy for 
government schools is explained as indicaƟve that 
‘government schools cater for students with a 
broader range of abiliƟes than do Catholic or 
independent schools’ (page 34). Yet the 2009 results 
for mathemaƟcal literacy showed that South 
Australia had the narrowest spread of scores in 
Australia. The ACT had the second highest spread 
aŌer the Northern Territory. This would seem to 
support the interpretaƟon of narrower spread as an 
indicator of greater equity in educaƟonal aƩainment. 
It is certainly an explanaƟon used in other research, 
but apparently not in Australia’s PISA analysis, or at 
least not when school sector is involved. 

In both the 2009 and 2012 reports the raw 
achievement gaps favouring Catholic and 
independent schools are explained away as reflecƟng 
the SES of students and the SES of schools (as 
measured by a composite of various parental and 
home characterisƟcs). Allowing for both student and 
school SES enabled the ACER to conclude that ‘the 
differences in performance across school sectors are 
not significant’.8  

There are many studies noƟng a stronger correlaƟon 
between school SES and student achievement than 
between individual student SES and achievement, 
and the two effects are oŌen compared. But it is only 
in OECD literature that I can find menƟon of them 
being combined, and then only obliquely. In PISA the 
SES of the school is determined as an average of the 
combined SES scores of those students in the school 
siƫng the tests – up to 35 students per school, so to 
merge both effects seems akin to puƫng one slice of 
bread on a plate, turning it over and then claiming 
that a piece of bread with two sides is therefore the 
equivalent of a sandwich.  

Even though an imaginary sandwich is poor fare,  
anƟ-private school campaigners conƟnue to dine out 
on the ACER’s conclusion that there are no sector 
differences in school performances. 
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PISA 2012: COMPARISON OF RAW MEAN SCORES 

READING LITERACY: Comparison of mean scores 

COUNTRY/ECONOMY MEAN 
SCORE 

COUNTRY 
RANK 

Shanghai-China 570 1 
Australia - Independent sector mean 551 (2) 
Hong Kong-China 545 2 
Singapore 542 3 
Japan 538 4 
Korea 536 5 
Finland 524 6 
Australia - Catholic sector mean 523 (7) 
Australia - Country mean 512 14 
OECD average 496  
Australia - Government sector mean 495 (26) 

 
SCIENTIFIC LITERACY: Comparison of mean scores 

COUNTRY/ECONOMY MEAN 
SCORE 

COUNTRY 
RANK 

Shanghai-China 580 1 
Australia - Independent sector mean 559 (2) 
Hong Kong-China 555 2 
Singapore 551 3 
Japan 547 4 
Finland 545 5 
Estonia 541 6 
Korea 538 7 
Australia - Catholic sector mean 532 (8) 
Australia - country mean 521 16 
Australia - Government sector mean 506 (23) 
OECD average 501  

 

MATHEMATICAL LITERACY: Comparison of mean scores 

COUNTRY/ECONOMY MEAN 
SCORE 

COUNTRY 
RANK 

Shanghai-China 613 1 
Singapore 573 2 
Hong Kong-China 561 3 
Chinese Taipei 560 4 
Korea 554 5 
Australia - Independent sector mean 541 (6) 
Australia - Catholic sector mean 514 (16) 
Australia - Country mean 504 19 
OECD average 494  
Australia - Government sector mean 489 (30) 

SOURCES: OECD (2013) PISA 2012 results: Excellence through equity - giving every 
student the chance to succeed (Vol 2); Australian sectoral data from hƩp://
www.acer.edu.au/ozpisa/the-australian-pisa-data-files. 

TABLE 1. Raw Australian sectoral scores displayed against raw 
country rankings. 



Table 1 on the previous page shows the raw mean 
score results by sector for Australia in PISA 2012, 
expressed for interest’s sake against the rankings for 
countries and economies. As you can see, and as the 
Australia country report notes before its SES 
discounƟng frenzy, the gaps in raw means scores by 
sector are significant. In Chart 3, I’ve shown the 
effects of accounƟng for student SES and school SES 
on the gap in raw scores as separate effects, which is 
more typical of other school achievement and equity 
research analysis.9 I’ve also included the ACER double 
dip, although it seems counter intuiƟve. The gap 
remaining aŌer allowing for either student SES or 
school SES, but not both, aligns far beƩer with what 
is evidenced in the Year 7-9 NAPLAN analysis above. 
It also helps explain what comes next: the 
incontroverƟble, indisputable and undeniable 
evidence of value adding by independent schools 
from Year 9 to Year 12. 

Yes, schools do make a difference 

Some of the evidence poinƟng to the value adding of 
independent schools has already been covered in 
AHISA’s journal.10  

To summarise, analyses of PISA data and Year 9 
NAPLAN data (and previous literacy and numeracy 
tesƟng conducted as part of the Longitudinal Survey 
of Australian Youth) against Year 12 achievement 
and terƟary entrance scores all show conclusively 
that, by Year 12, students in independent schools 
achieve at a level beyond that expected by prior 
performance. The ‘value add’ is significant, 
represenƟng between 6 and 8 percenƟles in terƟary 
entrance rank – a er allowing for both student SES 
and prior achievement. The finding is consistent 
across datasets and across Ɵme.  

The value add is greatest for students whose prior 
achievement is the weakest. For some, this would be 
another indicator of equity in academic achievement 
in non-government schools. But not for Fido. The 
Fido campaign ignores the already substanƟal and 
growing body of research on value adding in 
independent schools and instead tries to distract 
parents with loud barking about research studies 
showing that students from independent schools do 
not perform as well at university as students from 
government schools. According to Fido, that 

10 

CHART 3. PISA 2012: Australia: The difference in raw mean scores between the government and independent sectors and the effect of 
allowing for student and/or school SES. 
*In its country report ACER notes the difference as 55 although in other representaƟons of sector raw scores the gap is 56. 



independent schools are able to achieve beƩer 
outcomes for all students, not just some, has nothing 
to do with equity and more to do with ‘nannying’. 

While there is evidence that students educated in 
independent schools achieve (slightly) lower results 
than expected in their first year at university, there is 
no evidence but only conjecture as to why.  

About a decade or so ago, when some Western 
Australian analysis on first-year university academic 
achievement according to school aƩended was 
released, I telephoned one of the researchers to ask 
if his study offered any explanaƟon for the apparent 
under-achievement. Again, there was no evidence, 
but he commented that he suspected students from 
independent schools conƟnued their heavy 
engagement in extra-curricular acƟviƟes such as 
inter-collegiate compeƟƟve sports, debaƟng and 
theatre, which were less regulated in the university 
environment and could be more demanding on 
students’ Ɵme. (The word ‘partying’ was not 
menƟoned.) 

Certainly ‘nannying’ is not the answer. Analysis of 
data collected for the Household, Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey shows students 
who aƩended independent schools are 2.8 Ɵmes 
more likely to complete a university degree than 
students who aƩended government schools aŌer 
allowing for the effect of parents’ educaƟon. Further, 
aƩendance at a non-government school increases 
the odds of graduaƟng from a Go8 research-
intensive university (x1.576) or graduaƟng with 
medicine or law degree (x1.524). Students who 
aƩended a non-government school are also 1.4 Ɵmes 
more likely to complete a post-graduate degree.11 
The HILDA data suggests resilience and ‘sƟckability’ 
can be learned just as well in non-government 
schools as in the alleged ‘toughening-up’ 
environments of government schools.  

Academic opƟmism 

One thing that comes through very strongly from 
these data is that overall, if their children have 
completed Year 12 in an independent school, then 
parents can be confident their offspring will have 
achieved as well as they possibly could and more 
than might otherwise have been expected. Further, 
they will have gained a significant advantage for their 

terƟary studies. For many parents, that confidence is 
worth the spend. 

Rather than ignore these results, as Fido would have 
us do, surely they invite further invesƟgaƟon as to 
why independent schools perform so well and 
whether their success can be replicated. 

As menƟoned in the Independence arƟcles already 
cited, Australian research evidence suggests that it is 
academic environment or ‘academic press’ that is the 
most staƟsƟcally significant factor that can be 
determined for the effect of independent schools, 
not only on the terƟary entrance scores of their 
students, but on the higher probability of their 
students transiƟoning to university.  

Various other studies menƟon a range of school 
variables that can be measured as affecƟng student 
achievement, such as student retenƟon, stability of 
the school’s student populaƟon, depth of academic 
offerings and ‘school climate’, which includes 
disciplinary climate, student engagement and 
teachers’ expectaƟons of students. All of these sit 
neatly with factors parents cite as influencing their 
choice of school for their children.12  

However, none of these factors, important as they all 
are, seems to capture the vitality so apparent in 
independent schools or their tangible but difficult to 
measure ‘ethos’.  

Bryk, Lee and Holland, in seeking to explain the 
posiƟve effect of Catholic schools in the United 
States on student achievement13, found that valuing 
and promoƟon of community, the convicƟon that all 

11 

‘It is academic environment or 
“academic press” that is the most 
staƟsƟcally significant factor that 
can be determined for the effect of 
independent schools, not only on 
the terƟary entrance scores of their 
students, but on the higher 
probability of their students 
transiƟoning to university.’ 
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students can learn, school autonomy, and theology 
as a uniƟng principle were the key factors explaining 
this effect. (Flecks of frothy spiƩle are appearing 
around Fido’s mouth. Did I menƟon that Fido is an 
atheist?) 

More recent research, conducted in public schools in 
the United States, provides further insight the effect 
of school ethos.14 According to this research, there 
are three school characterisƟcs that are apparent in 
making a difference to student achievement aŌer 
allowing for student SES and prior student 
achievement: the academic emphasis of the school, 
the collecƟve efficacy of teachers (that is, ‘the 
judgment of teachers that the faculty as a whole can 
organise and execute the acƟons required to have 
posiƟve effects on students’) and teachers’ trust in 
parents and students. These characterisƟcs are 
Ɵghtly interwoven and their combined effect is 
described by the researchers as ‘academic opƟmism’.  

In capturing the affecƟve as well as academic and 
structural characterisƟcs of schools, this research 
suggests why it is that parents remain happy with 
their choice of non-government schools despite 
Fido’s aƩempts to undermine their confidence: it is 
almost impossible for outright lies, disinformaƟon or 
markeƟng spin to undermine trust when the 
evidence of happy, engaged, challenged students, 
performing at their best, assures parents their trust 
is well placed. 

The real story  

The ghastly truth is that the war against non-
government schools is a civil war. It pits neighbour 
against neighbour and undermines the collegiality of 
the teaching profession. Worse, the preoccupaƟon 
with non-government schools has served to mask 
and therefore failed to address under-performance 
in the government sector. Fido is the government 
school owner’s best friend.  

Just why advocates of public educaƟon and the 
media they feed choose to put the boot into non-
government schools rather than kick state and 
territory governments into acƟon to improve their 
schools is a mystery. Why spend so much energy 
trying to ‘disappear’ the gains of independent 
schools when surely those gains are useful evidence 

that too many students in government schools are 
being leŌ to languish in under-achievement? No 
doubt Fido would snarl that the higher achievement 
of some comes at the expense of the under-
achievement of others. But that is a false correlaƟon.   

The high performance of non-government schools is 
a weak and silly excuse to offer for the under-
performance of government schools, roughly 
equivalent to ‘Fido ate my homework’. Only the 
gullible would believe it. And no one who wants 
every young Australian to have the opportunity to do 
their best at school should accept it.  

 

Lyndal Wilson is Editor of AHISA’s journal, Independence. The 
opinions expressed in her essay are not necessarily those of 
AHISA.  
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