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Why Catholic schools aren't asking for 
a special deal 

 
One in five Australian children attends a Catholic school. The government should not penalise their parents for making that choice. Reuters 

 
by Dallas McInerney 
 

The Australian school landscape has been a foundational element of our nation's success story. 

For generations, our schools have been places where children have received instruction and developed. They 
are renowned for their equality of opportunity and comprehensive offering across the nation. 

In global terms, it is unique, marked by a well-established public education network and supported by a 
parallel system of faith-based and other non-government schools.  

Education choices 

 
The Catholic school system is hoping for a 'reset' of relations with the federal government under new Education Minister Dan Tehan. Christine Ansorge 
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The success of this model rests on the principle – held by federal governments for over 50 years – that 
parents should have choices about how and where their children are educated, and that government 
funds children's education equitably, regardless. That's why it is appropriate that government supports non-
state provided education. 

This means vigilance is required when a public policy proposal puts this crucial piece of social infrastructure 
risk. The federal government's 2017 changes to the school funding model did just that. The ramifications are 
still being sorted out today. 

If you read some of the commentary, you could be forgiven for thinking it is simply a case of the Catholic 
sector flexing its supposed electoral muscle for more money. Of course, things are rarely that simple. 
 
But what is at stake is the ongoing existence of the affordable local Catholic school. Put simply, the Catholic 
schools sector is seeking to ensure that all Australian families can continue to have the opportunity to choose 
a low-fee, faith-based school for their children. 
 
It is a choice many Australian families cherish. Today, more than 765,000 students will enter the gates of 
1731 Catholic schools across Australia – one in five students across the nation. Their parents will pay more 
than $3 billion annually in fees and capital levies to support their choice of a Catholic education – heavy 
lifting, to be sure! 

The geographic breadth of this network has always been a distinguishing feature of Catholic schools, many of 
which were established prior to federation. 

The mission of Catholic schools is embracing and inclusive. Our belief is that we are in service to the greater 
good and should be accessible to more people – not fewer – acting as a leavening influence in an increasingly 
contested world. 

Importantly, our existence alongside government schools creates a competitive tension in school delivery – 
always a healthy thing in any compulsory activity – that enhances both sectors. The government school on 
one side of the street is a better school for the presence of the Catholic school on the other side. 

This can only happen if the alternative schooling model is affordable and within reach of everyday Australian 
families. 

Our argument is not just in support of Catholic schools; it is important that all families have the option of a 
low-fee, local non-government school, supported by fair funding arrangements.  

Of course, many observers only see these discussions through the prism of the government's travails and 
conclude the government is trying to "appease" the Catholic sector following recent byelection losses and 
Liberal leadership changes. 

Gonski 2.0 

Not so. Our concerns go back to mid-2017 when the government unveiled its new funding model (so-called 
Gonski 2.0), conceived without full and proper consultation with Catholic education – the largest non-
government provider of schools in the country. 

It was then left to the Catholic sector to raise concerns on behalf of all sectors. For example, the government 
introduced a 3 per cent minimum indexed increase in funding for all school sectors after we highlighted the 
inadequacies of its original proposal. 

The government also instituted a review of the current socio-economic status (SES) methodology – used to 
estimate the "wealth" of each non-government school community and therefore how much financial support 
it needed – but only after continued demands. The first Gonski review recommended this be done in 2011 but 
the government rejected reviewing the SES methodology until this year. That review confirmed what the 
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Catholic sector had contended for some time – that the SES methodology used to calculate parents' capacity 
to pay fees was flawed because it significantly mischaracterised the profile of Catholic school parents. 
 
Under this model, we have the unsustainable situation of an independent school in Sydney's inner west that 
charges more than $25,000 a year in fees attracting more base government funding per student than 
Catholic primary schools in suburbs like Carlingford, Annandale or Castle Hill, where fees are lee than $3000 
a year. 

The government model assumed Catholic schools in middle and high-SES areas could dramatically increase 
the fees they charged parents without consequences. 

When several schools in northern Sydney did raise their fees recently – by up to 25 per cent – hundreds of 
families struggled to meet the additional cost and enrolments declined, putting more pressure on local 
government schools. In one Catholic primary school, fees rose from $3500 in 2016 to $4330 in 2018 and 
enrolments declined from 354 to 279 over the same period. These higher fees are roughly half the level the 
government expects they should be for parents living in this locality. 

The Catholic sector is now working closely with government to develop a revised school funding formula, one 
that ensures parent choice is maintained. 

The SES methodology is only one important component of this equation. As a National School Resourcing 
Board report acknowledged, it is not the only element that bears on this issue; the "reset" opportunity 
continues with the new minister, Dan Tehan, to consider these broader concerns. 
 
Notably, the federal opposition recognised the validity of the Catholic sector's arguments and declared its 
support for the continuation of Australia's parallel system of government and affordable non-government 
schools, backing it with increased funding for all sectors. 

However, money is not the only factor we consider. There are important discussions to be had in relation to 
curriculum, teacher training, educational outcomes and the value of scholarship instructed by faith and 
conscience. 

Governments of all colours have recognised and supported the mission and value of faith-based schools – not 
only because their parents save governments billions of dollars each year in schooling costs, but because their 
existence in hundreds of communities across the country strengthens Australia's pluralistic society. 

Dallas McInerney is the chief executive of Catholic Schools NSW, which represents the state's 595 Catholic schools and 
their 255,000 students. 
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