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Integration of Private Schools in the Public System
Would Deepen Structural Failure

A new paper published by the Gonski Institute for Education recommends integration of private
schools into the public system. It sees this as a key solution to the increasing inequity and social
segregation which is described as a “structural failure” of education in Australia. But, far from solving
structural failure, this proposal will deepen it and further deny the Gonski vision that education
outcomes should not reflect differences in the socio-economic background of students. Integration
of private schools in the public system will not increase equity in education.

The proposal to bring private schools into the public system and fund them as public schools will
provide another massive boost to government funding of private schools and increase social
segregation with all its attendant costs to society. It is also highly unrealistic and fails to specify the
conditions under which private schools could be integrated with the public system. It ignores
evidence that other systems that fully fund Catholic schools are also highly inequitable.

More funding for private schools

Australian governments have favoured private schools with funding increases that have far
exceeded those for public schools for years. For example, estimates by Save Our Schools based on
the latest figures published in the Report on Government Services 2021 show that total government
funding (Commonwealth and state/territory) per student for private schools, adjusted for inflation,
increased by nearly six times that for public schools between 2009-10 and 2018-19.

The Gonski Institute proposal would provide billions more in government funding to private schools,
despite its claim that the additional funding would be “quite low” and amount to less than 2% of
government recurrent funding of all schools. In fact, it would cost at least an additional $4 billion a
year.

Based on 2018 funding and enrolment figures published by the Australian Curriculum and Reporting
Authority (ACARA), Catholic schools would get an extra $1.65 billion per year and Independent
schools an extra $2.28 billion [see Table]. This is about 8% to total recurrent funding, four times
what the Gonski Institute claims.

Additional Funding for Private Schools to Match Public School Funding

Additional
Funding Funding to Equal
Enrolments 2018 | Govt Funding per | Difference per Public Schools
School Sector (No) Student 2018 () Student (S) ($)
Public 2,558,169 14,189
Catholic 765,735 12,037 2,152 1,647,861,720
Independent 569,930 10,190 3,999 2,279,150,070

Source: ACARA, National Report on Schooling data portal

Instead of shovelling another $4 billion a year to private schools and their more advantaged families,
it would be better used to support under-funded public schools and disadvantaged students. It is
completely inequitable and discriminatory to direct another $4 billion a year to private schools when
existing public schools are starved of funds needed to make a difference for the vast majority of
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disadvantaged students. Public schools are under-funded by $6-7 billion a year, enrol over 80% of
disadvantaged students and account for about 95% of the most disadvantaged schools in Australia.

Integration would increase social segregation in the public system

The paper makes the extraordinary claim that integration of private schools will help alleviate
inequity in education and reduce social segregation between schools. On the contrary, it would
increase social segregation and worsen the hierarchy of school status within the public system.

It ignores a fundamental cause of the social segregation, namely, the imbalance in school funding.
Private schools are over-funded and public schools are massively under-funded for the tasks they
face. Another $4 billion a year in subsidies to private schools would only serve to stop the decline
enrolments in private schools.

The proposal would establish private schools as independent public schools akin to charter schools
in the US and academies and “free” schools in England. This would provide them with special status
and continue social segregation as it has in the US and England. They would become another form of
independent public schools as in Queensland and Western Australia and as in the case of selective
public schools in NSW and Victoria. These “independent” schools have gained a special status within
the public system to attract middle class families. Including private schools in the system would only
compound the status hierarchy in the public system. The proposal would reinforce social segregation
in schools.

Australia already has one of the most socially segregated school systems in the OECD. Incorporating
private schools within the public system is hardly going to reduce this given the extra funding they
will receive. Moreover, it is hard so see that private schools will give up being able to set fees and
control admissions which they use to socially segregate.

Private schools would also insist on control of their curriculum to meet religious and other
objectives. In particular, Catholic and other Christian schools in the public system would insist on
being able to teach religion as part of their curriculum. For some, it includes not teaching evolution
and refusing to teach proper sex education.

Highly unrealistic
The proposal is also highly unrealistic. It is impossible to believe that Catholic and Independent

schools would ever agree not to charge fees as a condition for the increase in government funding
because it would mean reducing their resource advantage over public schools.

At present, Catholic schools have much greater income per student than public schools because of
larger increases in government funding and continuing fee increases. In 2018, the income of Catholic
schools was $16,401 per student and $23,029 per student in Independent schools compared to
$14,940 in public schools. As such, they have a major resource advantage over public schools. Why
would they choose to give this up? They will never accept a reduction in income to the level of public
schools. They will always insist on the right to charge fees to maintain their resource advantage and
status. It is no surprise that the CEO of Catholic Schools NSW called the proposal a “flight of fantasy”.

Fails to specify conditions for integrating private schools

Incredibly, the paper also fails to spell out any conditions for integrating private schools within the
public system. Such schools should meet the same social obligations as public schools. This would
involve meeting many conditions relating to funding, enrolments, staffing, curriculum and
regulations.
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They should include banning school fees and levies, special funding deals, and diverting funding for
disadvantaged schools to fund schools in wealthy areas as Catholic systems do now. Schools would
not be permitted to discriminate in enrolments or staffing on religious or other grounds. Integrated
private schools should also be required to adhere to curriculum requirements such as teaching
evolution and sex education and making religious studies optional and not compulsory. Schools
should also meet the same reporting and other regulations as public schools.

If such conditions are not met, private schools incorporated into the public system would have a
special status and would continue social segregation as they do at present.

High inequity in other integrated school systems

A key argument used by the paper to support its recommendation is that New Zealand and three
provinces in Canada (Alberta, Ontario and Saskatchewan) fully fund Catholic schools as part of the
public system. In particular, it argues the lower achievement gap between advantaged and
disadvantaged students in Canada compared to Australia as due to less variation in the socio-
economic composition and implies that integrated school systems are a significant factor in this.

This is a very shoddy case, especially for an academic institution. It ignores contrary evidence.

Canada’s PISA 2018 report shows major differences in results between the three provinces that fully
fund Catholic schools. While Alberta and Ontario were the highest achieving provinces,
Saskatchewan had the 3™ lowest results of the ten provinces in reading and science and the 2™
lowest in mathematics. Alberta had the 2™ largest achievement gap in reading between the lowest
and highest socio-economic status quartiles of the ten provinces while Saskatchewan had the 3™
largest. There were also very large achievement gaps between the 5" and 95 percentiles of student
performance in reading in the three provinces as well as large differences between them.

The paper fails to do a proper analysis of the factors behind Canada’s overall better equity
performance than Australia’s. Instead, it asserts this is due to fully funding Catholic schools in only
three Canadian provinces, despite the different equity performance of these provinces.

In using New Zealand as a model of an integrated school system to follow, the paper conveniently
ignores the fact that the achievement gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students is even
larger than in Australia. In addition, the achievement gap in reading between the 5" and 95
percentiles of student performance in New Zealand is slightly higher but statistically similar to that in
Australia.

All this is hardly compelling evidence that fully funding Catholic schools will reduce inequity in
education.

Fully fund public schools and reform funding of private schools

A better solution to the “structural failure” of Australian education would be to fully fund existing
public schools, not waste billions to move private schools into the public sector. Public schools are
currently massively under-funded by about $6-7 billion a year and face chronic under-funding under
the current funding arrangements.

Another key solution is to reform private school funding. The basic principle behind government
funding of private schools should be that no school operates with less total resources than a
community standard necessary to provide an adequate education for all students.

Government funding for private schools should only fill the gap between the income from fees and
other sources of income and the community standard. Schools with private income above the
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community standard are not entitled to baseline government funding because it extends their
resource advantage over public schools. The difference between the basic SRS and private funding
would only be available to schools that adopt inclusive, non-selective enrolment practices and
provide access to a comprehensive curriculum. Disadvantaged students would be entitled to various
funding loadings.

This model would provide a genuine needs-based funding model that eliminates the vast over-
funding of private schools under the current approach. It would better contribute to overcoming the
structural failure of education than boosting private school funding under an integration model.
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