
Print this article | Close this window

The great 'what next?': how parents choose their child's 

secondary school
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For parents, the last years of their child's primary school years are not just about grade 5 camp or grade 6 
graduation; it's about the great "what next?" – where to send their first child to secondary school.

Pause at the school gate, volunteer at the sausage sizzle or attend a trivia night and it'll be with a soundtrack of 
questions and discussion. Public, private, local or distant, single sex or mixed, select entry, open door, 
accelerated learning, Baccalaureate, weekend sport or not – they're all in the mix for today's families. 

In some countries, and in some demographics in Australia, choice is either nominal or non-existent and parents 
automatically send their children to the nearest public school but in Victoria, and especially Melbourne's inner 
and middle-ring suburbs, there are many choices.

And now a former banker, with two undergraduate degrees in biochemistry, genetics and applied ethics and a 
masters in applied finance, is undertaking a PhD at RMIT on how and why parents choose secondary schools for 
their children.

Sean Leaver, who blogs asThe misBehaving Economist, is looking at the behavioural economics that underpin 
school choice and what impact understanding this process could have on future education policy. He says it's 
particularly crucial in a country where parents are spending "an extra $5.4 billion more per year in private school 
fees when socio-economic sorting across public schools would lead to the same academic outcomes".

His project, called "Modelling the hardest decision parents will make: School Choice", has involved interviews 
and online surveys with about 800 families. 

Leaver has delved into the complex issues behind school choice and, in economic terms, he says it's clear 
"education is a unique investment choice. Compared to other assets and purchases, many parents view 
investment in their children's education as not depreciating in value over time".

He says parents also feel that, if anything, it is worth "over investing" in a child's education – that is, you can 
overcapitalise on your house renovation but throwing the same amount of money at your child's education will 
never be wasted. But compared with buying marble bathroom tiles for the renovation, investment in a child's 
education has a less predictable outcome. 

Leaver says his interviewees clearly recognise the uncertainty of outcome related to school choice and that's part 
of the school-gate agonising; they worry whether the school will bring out the best in their child, will it build 
their child's confidence, will it be academically strong enough – but not too strong or pushy – but they also know 
there are no guarantees.

And for those choosing private education, they worry whether they'll be able to pay the fees until the end. 
Leaver says "most of the benefits from attending a private school are associated with final years of schooling" 
but parents are, not surprisingly, concerned about the possibility of "abrupt events" such as job loss or divorce.

Many parents in Leaver's research took about a year to decide on their first child's secondary school, some even 
longer. School choice involves usually two parents who bring their own life histories and preferences to the 
search. Leaver says parents are heavily influenced by their own school experiences, either positively or 
negatively. Where their experience was positive, the way they were educated is repeated - often for generations. 
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Negative school experiences, at a single-sex school, for instance, can "lead to choices that exclude that school 

type" from the selection process but also the negative experiences of either parent can extend the decision-

making process for much longer than a year.

Decision-making styles – where one parent  has an "analytical approach" and has to wade through Naplan and 

Myschool results for each school considered – produced levels of conflict when the other parent preferred to rely 

on "gut feel". 

Leaver's interviews and surveys reveal the difficulty of choosing in a rapidly growing city and amid an ever-

changing educational landscape. One family researched a high-performing public school, only to discover that, 

because of its academic success, its popularity and size had soared, which made them concerned their child 

would be "lost in the wash". They settled for a slightly lower ranked school that was much smaller. The parents 

felt the smaller school "provided greater stability and a safer environment without reducing the child's 

opportunity to succeed". 

Some parents put academic ranking at the top of their selection criteria but for many it was just one factor in 

their choice. Overall, parents were seeking the holy grail of a school that "provided opportunities for their 

children to build their confidence and self-esteem, schools that motivated and encourage their children to learn 

and promoted positive attitudes" – as well as strong VCE results.

Many of Leaver's interviewees revealed a pronounced wariness of academically selective schools, fearful of 

"rank order effects" which occur "when a child's academic rank within a school cohort impacts on their 

academic outcomes independent of overall ability". Or, as one parent explained of her bright daughter's 

reluctance to go to a selective school: "one of the reasons she didn't want to go to MacRobertson Girls' High 

School was she said 'at the moment I'm getting As; I don't want to go to MacRob and get Ds'. I knew it would 

affect her confidence..." 

The interviews reveal some of the views underpinning families' decisions to send their children to private 

schools. Buildings and programs weren't as sought after as "quality" among the student peer group. Parents 

actively tried to avoid schools with students who were "disruptive" and believed private schools were better able 

to remove those students.  

Perceived "moral values" were key to some parents' decision making but religious affiliation of the school was 

less important: Muslim and Hindu families sent their children to Catholic secondary schools, believing they had 

discipline and moral values.

Leaver's research is still underway but he's already aware he's got great potential for post-doctoral research – the 

long-term outcomes of those parents' choices for their children.

Take the survey

This story was found at: http://www.theage.com.au/national/education/the-great-what-next-how-parents-choose-their-childs-

secondary-school-20150320-1m3o4y.html

Page 2 of 2Print Article: The great 'what next?': how parents choose their child's secondary school

22/11/2015http://www.theage.com.au/action/printArticle?id=97588978


