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One of the most disturbing things about the current Australian discussion of schools is the extent to 

which people assume that local public schools are bad, never having used them. Parents think, "It 

would be great to send the kids to the local school, but I'm not going to make my child a sacrificial 

lamb on the altar of public education." So they send their child to a private school, Catholic or 

otherwise, assuming their child is getting a superior education. When one of my kids went to a 

private school which started from kindergarten, I was shocked. Parents paid enormous sums of 

money for a primary education that seemed clearly inferior to our local public school. Firstly, like 

many private primary schools, there simply were not enough children to have any normal level of 

diversity and competition. I don't mean competition in the sense of pitting the kids against each 

other, I just mean giving the kids a realistic sense of what kind of people, often more talented than 

them, make up the world. Spending your childhood with such a small group of children, most from 

similar families, seemed stunted and impoverished. This is not code for, "It's good to be exposed to 

people who are less fortunate than yourself", it's simple maths. A year of 30 children can never 

match a year of 60 or more children for a range of intellectual, artistic, musical or sporting talent. 

Second, judging by the level of academic work in year 7, the level in year 6 had to be substantially 

below our local primary school. Finally, the kids spent their entire primary years dressed up in little 

suits and ties, with no space to run around, which in comparison to life in a sports shirt, smeared 

with mud from a lunchtime soccer match, just seemed tragic. The public primary schools my kids 

attended – one country school and two city schools – were fantastic. The teachers were uniformly 

professional; many were outstanding. The schools were well-resourced and kids of all abilities were 

catered for, from those who were struggling to those who excelled. There were multiple sports, 

dance, drama and an extensive band program. It astounds me that people do not take advantage of 

this high quality, publicly-funded education. At high school level, most private schools swell in size, 

however, I was still amazed by what I found. The academic standard at the "elite" private school one 

of my daughters attended, was average, to put it politely. There was a lot of fuss about homework, 

but after the umpteenth "brochure" on a tourist destination, it didn't strike me as academically 

beneficial. Most of the teachers were well-meaning, but the school spent an enormous amount of 

time seeming to justify its fees by offering parents a service most of us don't need. I want a school to 

educate my children; I do not need a school to raise them. When it comes to values, morals, uniform 

length, curfew, bedtime, computer-time and mobile phones, like any normal parent, I take 

responsibility for those. Private schools promote themselves, (or are treated by some parents), as 

the only thing standing between teenagers and the slippery slope to drug addiction and ruin. In 

reality, standing between the vast majority of teenagers and oblivion, are their parents. Two of the 

biggest factors parents cite for sending their children to private schools are behaviour standards and 

extracurricular activities. On the first, I can confidently assert that as a group, the kids at my younger 

daughters' local public high school are noticeably better behaved than the kids at the former private 

school. At the local public school, teachers treat the girls like young women and they respond in 

kind. At the private school, in the pursuit of "discipline" and "standards", students were frequently 

spoken to aggressively, derisively and unfairly. They responded in kind. My middle daughter told me 

she spoke to a teacher at her public school the way everyone spoke to teachers at the private 

school, something along the lines of "Alright, alright Miss, we are!" and the teacher looked shocked. 

My daughter was suitably mortified and hopefully, influenced by her new peer group, will never do it 

again. At the former private school, some students used to ridicule one teacher because she had an 

accent. That would be unthinkable at the local public school and not just because more than half of 



the students come from non-English speaking backgrounds. There are clearly some kids with 

problem behaviours at our local public school, but they were plentiful at the private school. If 

parents think they can isolate their children from those with problem behaviours by sending them to 

a private school, they've never been to a private school. My year 11 daughter, who attends a 

selective public high school, laughs at my hyper-vigilance when she goes to private school parties. In 

my defence, I point out that I went to a private school and am amply aware of what happens when 

large quantities of pocket money meet a lack of parental supervision. The second factor parents cite 

for sending their children to private schools are extra-curricular activities. It is true that well-funded 

private schools offer some extra-curricular activities that all public schools cannot match – full 

productions of plays or multiple music ensembles. However the vast majority of extracurricular 

activities are matched in the public system, either by the schools themselves or by the Department 

of Education. For students who excel at drama, dance or music, in NSW, the Arts Unit has ensembles 

for all, as well as public speaking and spelling bees. Students work with professional tutors and other 

pupils drawn from a pool of thousands, not just the tiny pool that is their school or particular brand 

of private schools. There is nothing in the private sector that can match the NSW Schools 

Spectacular. Activities like the Duke of Edinburgh scheme or Theatresports, are available to all 

schools, public and private and to my mind, public school camps are infinitely superior to private 

schools'. I've never believed the claptrap about the benefits of outdoor endurance for executives 

and feel the same way about the supposedly edifying effects of forcing kids to trek through the bush 

or snow. When it comes to sport, while many schools both public and private, offer great programs, 

the best competitions have always been local sporting competitions. In these, children play against 

large numbers of kids from their area and if good enough, move on to regional, state or national 

level. Perhaps with the exception of rugby union, Australia is not a country that has ever depended 

on private schools to nurture sporting talent. Finally, in the current schooling debate, it seems that 

people have begun to have wildly unrealistic ideas about the effect of schools, both negative and 

positive. A child's family and the characteristics they were born with are much more significant 

predictors of success than a school. The stellar results of NSW selective public schools, which draw 

their staff from exactly the same pool as non-selective government schools, must be proof of that. If 

a child comes from a deeply dysfunctional family, no school, private or public, can fix that. They can 

respond professionally and sensitively, seek assistance where appropriate, but if the child does not 

excel, it does not mean that the school is an educational failure. To hold a high school maths teacher 

or even a principal responsible for the serious difficulties that some children are in by age sixteen, is 

as irrational as it is unfair. In contrast, if a child comes from a family that is coping or thriving, with 

parents who value education, they are going to be fine no matter where they go to school. Their 

parents do not need to pay $10,000 or $20,000 a year to provide a protective, guidance service they 

are already providing for free. Well-intended as it may be, our current obsession with the challenges 

of public schooling is running the risk of permanently damaging our very good secular, public 

education system. A system that remains superior to the private system in many ways. Focussing on 

the public system's challenges, while ignoring its manifold successes, will make the discussion of the 

alleged demise of public education a self-fulfilling prophecy. This is a longer version of an opinion 

piece that appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald, 16 April, 2012. 
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