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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores how the discrete education structures in the German and 

Australian context inform the strategies adopted by families, while also taking into 

account how family strategies reinforce the structures as well. This is in contrast to a 

passive construction of how families mediate student achievement, where the 

influence of families is too often distilled into a socio-economic variable, which can 

imply that the structures and processes inbuilt into education systems happen to 

families, as if there is no family action involved whatsoever. Families are active agents 

and data suggests that there is an increasing inclination to position their children into 

more favourable positions within education systems partly as a reflection of the 

broader dimensions of social and economic life and a generalized state of anxiety 

concerning the ability of schools to meet their children’s needs. 

 

This work identifies the strategies used within Germany and Australia and their 

interplay with contextual features of the education system, employing a common 

framework to study each jurisdiction. It also considers the diverse structures of 

education at a national level, and how parents mobilize educational strategies of choice 

within Germany and Australia. It adopts a case-study approach to investigate how 

strategies of educational advantage are actually more reflective of a localized context, 

as opposed to a national picture. Other strategies, including tutoring and homework 

assistance, are also identified. Overall this study provides a more complex and 

differentiated account than is currently available of why it is so necessary to study 

families via a comparative approach, including the expectations and strategies they 

operationalize to support their children’s education. The role of families is a vitally 
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important dimension in explaining how education systems function. The focus on 

family strategies of educational advantage – uncovers crucial supportive mechanisms 

which can be overlooked in other studies. One key shared common characteristic to 

both systems is the predominance of the academic curriculum. Drawing on the 

comparative observations, key implications in terms of reforms for both countries to 

realize greater equity are identified. Any advances towards equity in education systems 

involves improving access to the academic curriculum to more young people and 

supporting them by making it more accessible. Therefore, Germany should continue to 

alleviate their practices of academic selection and Australia should reorientate to being 

less socially selective. 
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 Parent expectations and strategies of 

educational advantage in Germany and Australia 
 

At a first glance the differences between the two jurisdictions – Germany and Australia 

- are too obvious for any common narrative to be found. Their education structural 

arrangements are profoundly different from one another. Germany operates a 

segmented or tracked education system, while Australia is a comprehensive system 

that has mostly removed all tracked pathways.  

 

Despite key distinguishing characteristics when it comes to how they organize their 

education systems, both Australia and Germany perform similarly on international 

education assessments including the OECD’s Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA). These datasets over a period of time find that neither country has 

succeeded in achieving excellent and equitable educational outcomes. A key factor in 

both Germany and Australia (according to the OECD’s PISA) in determining student 

achievement and outcomes is the relative advantage or disadvantage of family 

background – educational opportunities are not distributed equally amongst the 

population in either national setting. Explanations of why this is the case are found in 

contextualizing the structural arrangements of education but also in considering how 

families work to secure advantageous educational outcomes for their children within 

the school systems available to them. Families by virtue of the capital available to them 

use education systems differently to achieve the distinct educational expectations they 

hold for their children. Taking a comparativist approach, this study has a particular 

focus on studying how German and Australian families seek to realize educational 

aspirations for their children and attempt to secure relative advantages for their 



14 
 

children over others through strategies of educational advantage including school 

choice, ‘supplementary strategies’, ‘within-school strategies’ and ‘at-home’ activities.  

 

An era of education systems comparison 

We are currently in an era where education systems now provide access to secondary 

school pathways for more young people than ever before. Now the focus of much 

comparative research scholarship is on how well education systems perform in relation 

to one another on transnational assessments of student achievement. These cross-

national comparisons of education system ‘performance’ measured by these data 

collections gain increasing public attention. The most prominent example of this is 

PISA. PISA is implemented to encourage better policy making through collection and 

dissemination of borderless educational data for research and analysis in a globalized 

world. Over the past decade PISA ‘has become the world’s premier yardstick for 

evaluating the quality, equity and efficiency of school systems’ with PISA products the 

reference point for most in defining the state of their education systems and their 

systemic performance (Bieber, Niemann, Martens, 2014; OECD, 2016b). Transnational 

surveys such as PISA make comparative research methodologies even more important, 

as the data requires explanation and warrants contextualization to make a meaningful 

impact.  

 

PISA’s measurement qualities are legitimate, and follow the OECD’s data collection 

protocols which are independent of jurisdictions and their administrative data. 

However, as a measurement tool of education system performance, PISA promotes the 

perspective that education systems can easily be transformed when the ‘right’ reforms 

are applied. Applied, as though educational change is as simple as ‘assembling the 

research and deducing the best interventions’ (Connell, 1994, p. 132). Much 
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comparative research which uses PISA typically features so-called high performing 

jurisdictions, implying that other systems could simply take their policies and practices 

and implant them into their own. This is a decontextualized view that does not consider 

the complexities of education systems. Wiseman describes PISA as a key contributor to 

an intellectual space ‘where educational policy-making is not geographically or 

politically bounded but is instead bounded by the extent of the legitimated evidence 

used to support one decision or policy versus another’ (Wiseman, 2010, p. 18).  

 

One key benefit of transnational data collections such as PISA is that they have honed 

international attention onto the benefits of education systems orientating themselves 

to be both equitable and excellent. In turn, many nations frame their education goals 

towards equity and equality of opportunity, including top-performers such as Finland 

(Ylonen, 2009). Educational excellence is considered as foundational to strong 

economic growth, where an increase in educational outcomes will lead to a more 

productive workforce better prepared and equipped for economic and technological 

changes and more competitive in the global economy (Borgonovi & Montt, 2012). The 

ideal of equity in education is driven by notable and important social principles of social 

justice, fairness and inclusion, ‘ensuring that education outcomes are the result of 

students’ abilities, will and effort, and not the result of their personal circumstances’ 

(OECD, 2016b, p. 39). Equity and quality are presented as mutually beneficial, where 

more equitable educational policies will lead to better performance (Field, Kuczera & 

Pont, 2007; Schleicher, 2018).  

 

In Australia the reception of PISA 2000 was initially very favourable, and perhaps even 

above expectation. Yet since this time, Australia’s PISA performance every year in 

general is steadily dropping and according to Lingard (2016) a new narrative of sinking 
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performance is setting in. The most recent PISA was accompanied by media reports 

which suggested that the performance of Australian students overall was in ‘absolute 

decline’ (Hunjan & Blumer, 2016). In contrast, Germany went through a state of PISA 

shock when the initial results were released, but now their achievement in many 

domains is higher than Australia. Germany’s results have been framed in the media by 

some as ‘the great turnaround’ (Young, 2015). Figure 1.1 shows how Australia and 

Germany performed in PISA 2015 by the average score across the three subject 

domains. The two countries achieved comparable mean scores on scientific literacy. 

Concerning reading and mathematical literacy, Australian students on average did not 

perform as well as German students, although the scores are fairly comparable.  

 

Figure 1.1  Germany and Australia PISA 2015 average score across the three 
subject domains 

 

Source: OECD PISA 2015 

 

The similarities between Germany and Australia are reflected not simply in their overall 

results, but in the fact that they both experience problems with respect to the 

achievement of equity and quality (Reiss, Sälzer, Schiepe-Tiska, Klieme, & Köller, 2016; 

Thomson, Bortoli & Underwood, 2017). They are not alone. Many nations have been 
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unable to achieve either objective, although these findings are particularly striking for 

wealthy and democratic countries like Germany and Australia (Lamb, 2011).  

 

Why is it important to study families and their role in education systems? 

In an effort to grapple with the issue of why the Australian and German education 

systems fail to achieve the educational objectives of improving equity and quality, this 

comparative study looks at families and how they use education systems to serve their 

interests. Throughout this study the term ‘family’ or ‘parent’ are used interchangeably 

for writing ease. These labels and definitions in no way imply a traditional 

conceptualization of a nuclear family with a husband and stay-at-home wife with the 

prime responsibility for looking after their children. Demographic trends worldwide are 

that modern families increasingly consist of various constellations including single 

parents, step-parents, carers, grandparents or other family members (Australian 

Institute of Family Studies, 2018a; Churchill, 2018; Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und 

Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 2015). The term parent or family will be 

often used in this study in order to capture the actions of all those who have the main 

responsibilities for bringing up children with concern towards their education.  

 

The way that individuals have been socially and economically positioned has been 

achieved entirely through the family structures which played a central role in 

determining marriage prospects, bequeathing wealth and inheritance, setting up social 

circles, in some cases even occupational futures with professions generally passing 

from father to son (Bourdieu & Boltanski, 1978). Nowadays the influence that families 

have on setting up life trajectories are less overt, though no less decisive. Key 

educational sociologists position the family at the centre of ‘class-making’, and a key 
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aspect of the role of families is negotiating pathways through schooling and securing 

educational achievement (Althusser, 1971/2008; Ball, 2003; Lareau, 2011). Families 

want an education system to be the best for their child, many are orientated towards 

their child’s academic progress and they work to support their academic success 

(Crozier, 1999; Lareau, 2011; Vincent & Martin, 2002). Families have a unique on-the-

ground perspective on the structural arrangements and practices within education 

systems. In these days when schooling is seen to be a key to an individual’s success in 

accessing tertiary education and gaining employment, the practices that families use 

to support their child’s schooling have never been more important.  

 

The specific sociospatial characteristics of the education structures that parents have 

to work with, particularly at the regional level, need to be understood to consider how 

parents are able to use education strategies to their advantage (Poupeau, François & 

Couratier, 2007). Education systems set up the conditions by which individuals relate 

to one another and inherently educational inequalities are relational (Brown, 2000; 

Collins, 1971; Duru-Bellat, Vérétout & Duvet, 2013; Power, Edwards et al. 2003; van 

Zanten, 2005). Education systems are not abstract social structures that function 

independently from people. Inequalities are realized in relationships shared between 

students, teachers and families whose daily lives are intertwined with the routines of 

schooling. Rather than adopting a structural deterministic view, the premise of this 

work aligns with Marx’s dynamic understanding where ‘circumstances make men just 

as much as men make circumstances’ (Marx, Engels & Arthur, 1846/1974). Families are 

active drivers of educational action as they seek to position their children favourably 

against others. Families use system configurations and reinforce them with their own 

strategies to assist to ‘colonise’ the future as much as possible (Giddens, 1995). Yet at 
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the same time, family strategies when employed en masse are key to the 

transformation of the education system (Bourdieu & Boltanski, 1978). 

 

Massification is used to describe how many education systems are now a mass 

preparatory system for post-compulsory education and training. This has involved 

continuing evolution and transformation in how parents use education systems, with 

schools structuring much of the experience of childhood and adolescence (Campbell & 

Proctor, 2014; Trow, 1973). Many systems have removed institutional tracks and 

emphasized various education and training pathways, in effect widening the 

possibilities for people from all socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds to participate 

in education, use strategies and make choices. Nowadays for many families particularly 

in Western nations such as Germany and Australia, it is no longer about simply getting 

your child through school, but about how your child gets through schooling within 

which school and with what grades. Key structural transformations involved in the 

massified schooling context has led families into recalibrating the methods by which 

they engage in positional status contest. Despite the structure of the education systems 

- whether comprehensive or tracked – indications are that family strategies of 

educational advantage are becoming increasingly prominent.  

 

This study might thus be seen as a response to the challenges within the education 

systems of Germany and Australia as posed by PISA and the OECD’s construction of 

educational achievement. By exploring family positioning and strategies within 

Germany and Australia, it will seek to offer a nuanced account of how family strategies 

align to the system at hand, typically intensifying inbuilt mechanisms designed to 

facilitate cultural, economic and social privileges. The key means through which this 

understanding will be achieved is by comparing the two different structures of 
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schooling that exist in Germany and Australia. By comparing such distinct educational 

structures, the opportunity arises of considering whether either structural form 

alleviates or lessens the need for families to use complex strategies of educational 

advantage. Families aspire for their children to obtain educational qualifications which 

are realized within their local economic and social context.  

 

Ringer proposes the benefits of comparative research to assist with ‘the construction 

of adequate explanations’ (Ringer, 1979, p. 1). This type of comparative work, with a 

view to the history of education systems, is well-placed to accompany and strengthen 

transnational data collections and explain their findings. This study concentrates mainly 

on the strategies that families operationalize while their children are attending 

primary, lower-secondary and upper-secondary school, as this is where they are most 

exposed to the formal educational structures. However, this is not to say that the 

strategies that families use whilst their children are in early childhood education or 

higher education are no less important (Vincent & Ball, 2007; Vincent, Braun & Ball, 

2008).   

 

Research questions 

 How do families in Germany and Australia mobilize strategies of educational 

advantage? 

 How do these strategies of educational advantage relate to education system 

structures?  

 How does a highly differentiated system like Germany enable parents to 

mobilize strategies of educational advantage?  
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 How does a comprehensive system such as Australia enable parents to 

mobilize strategies of educational advantage?  

 Does one education system place more pressure on families to act 

strategically or is it rather about points of pressure in both systems?  

 Do families differ from one another in the manner in which they use 

strategies of educational advantage?  

 

Why compare Germany and Australia?  

Germany and Australia are rarely brought together in comparative studies. Germany in 

the heart of Europe has a population of approximately 82 million, while Australia in the 

antipodes has a significantly smaller population of approximately 24 million. Australia, 

a former colony of England tends to look to the Anglophone countries for policy 

inspiration. Germany’s educational policy focus is largely within the European Union. 

 

Economically and politically, Germany has an ever-growing influence across the world. 

It is the world’s biggest export nation with strong economic growth over recent years 

(European Commission, 2018; Streeck, 2009). German production and manufacturing 

are regarded as having integrity and as being highly innovative, no more so as in the 

quality ascribed to ‘made in Germany’ when purchasing a product. Germany is the 

driving force within the European Union, not only as its largest economy but also at the 

forefront of world political response and action (Streeck, 2009; Streeck, 2016). It is 

characterized by a supportive social safety net, despite changes in recent years, and 

Government services are funded by relatively high levels of taxation in comparison to 

other countries. Germany is recognized as a nation with high material living standards, 

low income inequality and scores well on most dimensions of wellbeing (OECD, 2016a). 
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There are many key issues including growing social inequality within the nation, the 

emergence of a right-wing movement, the integration of refugees and Germany’s place 

in Europe generally. 

 

Australia is one of the few Western economies to experience continuous economic 

growth for the past 25 years as a mining boom protected the country from the 

pressures brought about by the Global Financial Crisis (OECD, 2017b). Australia has not 

invested the profits from mining with long-term foresight, and unfortunately the 

economic growth has not been to the benefit of all with rising levels of inequality, with 

households in the upper income brackets benefitting more substantially in recent years 

than households in the lowest brackets (OECD, 2017b). As a large and isolated 

continent, geopolitically Australia has regarded its place in the world initially within the 

shadow of superpowers including the United Kingdom, then the United States and now 

tentatively with China. The continent is very unevenly populated with major cities on 

the East coast while the interior remains loosely populated fuelling an urban and rural 

divide. Australia has persistent problems in its treatment of Indigenous peoples, with a 

continued lack of inclusion concerning its Indigenous people with levels of inequality 

extremely high across all measures, particularly concerning educational outcomes 

(OECD, 2017b). Australia also has a highly regressive refugee policy, whereby those 

seeking asylum by boat are interned on off-shore islands contravening the UN 

international declaration of human rights. 

 

A superficial glance at the two education systems in operation within Australia and 

Germany suggests that they are worlds apart. Both have education systems that are 

characterized by quite distinctive features, making one a counterpoint to the other in 

comparative education research. One is tracked, the other has a comprehensive 
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structural design. These ideal structural types, typically used in comparative research, 

are further extrapolated on and provide a focus for more detailed analysis throughout 

this study. A main hypothesis of this study is that strategies of educational advantage 

are dependent on the structures of which they are a part. In addition, a focus on family 

strategies of educational advantage also provides the opportunity to arrive at a better 

understanding of how each system actually functions and thus provides a more 

concrete understanding of the ideal structural type. 

 

There is no ‘one’ German education system. The provision of education is a state 

legislative responsibility and each state’s system is quite different from the others. In 

brief, Germany has a tracked and segmented schools system from lower into upper 

secondary. The various secondary tracks offer distinct school-leaving certificates. The 

International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) provides an internationally 

comparable framework to organize information about schools and attainment across 

countries. PISA 2015 shows that the majority of German students start school (ISCED 

1) at the age of six within a common primary school environment. The majority of states 

transition students from primary into secondary school at the end of Grade 4, and there 

are two states where primary school continues for two additional years until the end 

of Grade 6. The secondary schools that families navigate are specific to each state. 

Secondary schools either offer one track or multiple pathways to different school-

leaving certificates with varying levels of educational and social prestige. The ‘Abitur’ 

or ‘Allgemeine Hochschulreife’ is the highest general school-leaving certificate and is 

identified at ISCED Level 3 (German Eurydice Unit, 2017). The Abitur known as the 

‘general university entrance qualification’ qualifies students for university entrance. 

The other German school-leaving certificates are identified at ISCED Level 2. This 
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denotes that the other school-leaving certificates lead to different pathways and do 

not automatically qualify students for university studies.  

 

Germany’s tracked schools system could be said to be the opposing model to 

Australia’s ‘New World’ education system, which along with the United States and 

Canada is renowned for one formal educational pathway towards school completion 

which caters for the majority of students. In Australia, students attend primary school 

from the approximate ages of five until twelve (ISCED 1). Secondary schooling starts 

from around the age of 12 until the student is approximately 18, when a common 

school-leaving certificate is delivered which provides access to higher forms of learning 

and tertiary education. The universal school-leaving certificate in Australia is identified 

at ISCED Level 3. Underneath the comprehensive structural design, schools are 

differentiated by where they are located. Schools are also distinguished by ‘sector’ – 

Public, Private and Catholic – which operate schools under varying conditions (Teese, 

2007). Schools do not deliver a uniformly high quality learning experience. 

 

The education systems of Germany and Australia continue to fail to achieve equitable 

and excellent outcomes. This isn’t, however, for a want of trying. Both countries have 

recently made many educational reforms and structural changes, yet neither has 

successfully transformed their PISA performance. This study identifies that this is 

because a key factor which sits underneath both systems is the predominance of the 

academic curriculum. Access to the academic curriculum in both countries is not 

granted equally to all students. Yet the manner in which students are provided with 

different opportunities to contest the academic curriculum (i.e. through sorting and 

selection) is arranged differently in each country. In Germany, the system engages 

largely in academic selection and Australia uses social segregation. The implications of 
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these two structural conditions and their intersection with family strategies of 

educational advantage are explored throughout this study. 

 

Chapter outline of the study 

The second chapter, ‘Unequal Systems, Unequal Contest’, addresses the literature that 

explores how education systems perpetuate rather than redress social inequalities. It 

outlines how education systems reflect the wider social and economic condition of 

inequality and how schools more typically shore up social, cultural and economic 

capital for those who are already advantaged rather than distribute educational 

opportunities equally and fairly. Some factors are identified which exacerbate the 

likelihood for families to engage in increased social positioning or contest for upward 

mobility within education systems. Research has focused on middle class families 

regarded as the most anxious to secure intergenerational social mobility and best 

placed to use economic and social capital to advantage their children over others. The 

second part of the chapter looks at the strategies of educational advantage identified 

by academic literature and scholarship that are increasingly evident in distinctive ways 

within education systems across the world, many of which are dealing with 

massification. This literature review reveals a typology of four key strategies – school 

choice, within-school strategies, supplementary strategies and at-home strategies. 

These strategies are used in an interlocking way by many aspirational families – from 

the most advantaged to the least advantaged – to help shore up their child’s 

educational success. 

 

The third chapter, ‘Why comparative research?’, introduces the datasets used to test 

the hypotheses. Starting with a brief description of the comparative research 
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methodology and its benefits, the chapter describes the various data collections called 

on periodically to explore the research questions. Transnational data collections, 

including PISA and TIMSS are featured. These sources of data, specifically the parents’ 

surveys, are described in terms of their sampling strategy and participation rates. 

Additionally the study calls on the National Educational Panel Studies dataset from 

Germany as well as various administrative datasets from both contexts. Alongside 

these sources of quantitative data, newspaper articles are used at times. The media is 

key to shaping public concerns and provides a perspective to these issues that is not 

available within data collected via large-scale survey. The final section of the chapter 

briefly discuss the limitations of this methodological approach. 

 

The fourth chapter, ‘Mobilizing structured choice within the German education 

system’, delves into how German families have adjusted to the structural 

transformation of education systems since the advent of PISA. Starting with a brief 

historical reflection on the impact of PISA, this chapter discusses how German parental 

expectations have traditionally been different to families in other parts of the world. 

The segmented provision of secondary schooling and the various school-leaving 

certificate pathways which are negotiated by families in what is known as the 

recommendation or ‘Empfehlung’ are outlined. This is a key moment of anxiety for 

many families. The second half of the chapter looks at various contemporary 

educational reforms that have changed the schooling landscape in Germany. These 

include the growing number of students in the Gymnasium, the growth in schools 

which facilitate pathways towards more than one school-leaving certificate, the decline 

of the single-track Hauptschulen and the increasing provision of private schooling. 

Choice is apparent in Germany but it is relatively constrained. Despite significant 



27 
 

structural reforms, the various German school-leaving certificates continue to preserve 

the dominance of the academic curriculum generally.  

 

The fifth chapter, ‘Localized strategies within Hamburg and Bavaria’ reviews structural 

distinctions between German states. Taking two diverse case-studies – Hamburg and 

Bavaria--this chapter looks at how the differences in provision of schooling in both 

states are interrelated to family strategies. Hamburg is representative of a state with 

the two-track system, where parents are limited to choosing between two types of 

secondary schools. Bavaria, on the other hand, is a state which provides their families 

with three main secondary schools to choose from which are organized by a clear 

hierarchy and governed by rigorous forms of selection. The different application of key 

educational reforms in each state will be discussed such as all-day schooling and more 

multi-track or comprehensive provision. The ‘We want to learn’ (‘Wir Wollen Lernen’) 

movement is featured as it is an interesting case of parent resistance to educational 

reform in Hamburg. Besides their distinctive organization of secondary schooling, 

another key difference between the states concerns how their system tracks or selects 

students into the various pathways. The chapter explores the distinctive processes of 

pathways management and student selection unique to every state. Hamburg delays 

enforced selection into the tracked pathways, whilst Bavaria maintains early selection 

with limited family agency. These processes are another influence on family strategies. 

The conclusion draws together the key similarities and differences between these two 

states and reaffirms the importance of taking a localized view when considering the 

German education system. 

 

The sixth chapter, ‘Mobilizing choice in the Australian education system’ turns to family 

expectations and strategies in the Australian context. Officially Australia operates with 
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a comprehensive model of provision whereby there is mainly only one school-leaving 

certificate that students work towards. The by-product of the system design is that the 

school-leaving certificate does not hold much value to families as an end in itself. This 

chapter describes how market forces have been unleashed in the Australian education 

system through reform, which further exacerbate distinctions between schools and 

influences families. In contrast to Germany, Australia effectively has a mixed 

public/private sector model. All schools in Australia are set up to compete with one 

another for enrolments. Government reform has been focused on public funding to 

subsidize choice and technologies to inform choice. The next part of the chapter looks 

at how families mobilize choice in the Australian context. One key factor which guides 

families are the local markets of choice, where geography is a key consideration as to 

whether families can use choice at all. Schools of choice in the non-Government sector 

(private or Catholic) are explored as to what makes them desirable for families. The 

chapter then turns to addressing schools of choice in the public sector where practices 

of selection are growing. An environment has been effectively created in Australia 

where all schools are ranked in desirability and how well they prepare students to meet 

the demands made of them in the final years of secondary schooling which determines 

university selection. The ramification of these developments on the design of a 

notionally comprehensive education system are discussed. 

 

The seventh chapter, ‘Localized strategies within Victoria and New South Wales’, 

studies how families mobilize strategies of educational advantage, namely school 

choice, in two of Australia’s largest states. Similarly to Germany, the federal 

jurisdictional arrangement means that there are significant differences between states 

in terms of their provision of schooling. Initially this chapter takes a historical 

perspective to explaining the contemporary structural arrangements of schooling in 
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Victoria and New South Wales. Both operate a comprehensive model of educational 

provision where the majority of students progress in one track towards an equivalent 

school-leaving certificate that qualifies students for university entrance. However, the 

comprehensive ideal is distorted differently in each state. Initially local markets of 

choice are discussed and then schools of choice in the non-Government and 

Government sector are compared. The major distinction identified between the two 

states is how they manage selectivity within the Government sector. This chapter 

addresses how the structures of schooling in both states go on to shape distinctive 

practices amongst families and the strategies they use to benefit their children.  

 

The eight chapter, ‘Supplementary strategies of educational advantage in Germany and 

Australia’ looks comparatively at other strategies of educational advantage adopted by 

families, including homework support and tutoring. These strategies are typically 

aligned to the education system structures, accordingly the intensity by which they are 

employed by families differ according to the distinctive critical junctures or points of 

stress. These strategies are no less important than choice, but a little less is known 

about them in a comparative context. It is apparent in both Germany and Australia that 

many of these family strategies effectively serve to support the preserve of the 

traditional academic curriculum. Families employ tutors or coaches to support their 

children as they move through secondary school and the demands of the academic 

curriculum become more pressing. The subjects that students are tutored in reflect the 

different curriculum requirements of the school-leaving certificates. 

 

The ninth chapter, ‘Which families profit?, considers distinctions between families in 

their ability to exploit strategies of educational advantage in either context. To-date 

the thesis has not looked to either system to study how achievement plays out. Initially 
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the growth and performance of both systems using PISA data are looked at. Then the 

chapter moves into a discussion of how the discrete structures of schooling in both 

countries influence student achievement. Schools in both countries provide different 

environments for learning and teaching. The third part of this chapter explores the key 

understated feature of both systems – the academic curriculum. The academic 

curriculum in both countries sits at the centrepiece of each education system’s design. 

Regardless of family background or the school they attend, all students need to grapple 

with the academic curriculum and meet its demands.  

 

The tenth chapter, ‘Systems side-by-side’ provides a summary of the two jurisdictions. 

It will reflect on the distinctions in structure within Germany and Australia using 

Turner’s typology of how societies accept upward mobility. German’s system can be 

considered as the elite sponsorship model and Australia’s as the contest model (Turner, 

1960). Then the discussion moves to a consideration of how various reforms adopted 

within each country can be said to bring the two methods of organizing schooling into 

greater alignment with one another. Finally the chapter reflects on the common 

characteristics identified between the two countries, which are mostly associated with 

the strategies of educational advantage adopted by aspirational families. Strategies in 

both countries are driven by common sensitivities. Common methods are also 

identified in how families apply strategies which will ultimately advantage their 

children. Despite their discrete provision of schooling, strategies of educational 

advantage in both countries serve as an expression of families seeking out academic 

distinction and social distance for their children. 

 

The eleventh chapter, ‘The value of comparative research and the importance of 

families - where to from here’ reflects on the key research questions within this 
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comparative study. Initially the chapter reiterates the literature which has informed 

this comparative piece. The importance of comparative research to study persistent 

educational problems has never been more relevant. Of equal importance is the need 

to include the vital role of families into analysis. The chapter ends by identifying 

directions for future reforms in both systems as well as key ways in which comparative 

research can be improved. Germany’s system segregates students academically while 

Australia’s system uses social segregation. Suggestions for system reform in Germany 

and Australia recognise that any advance towards equity in education systems involves 

improving access to the academic curriculum to more young people and supporting 

them by making it more accessible.  
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 Unequal systems, unequal contest  

The primary focus of this study is on the strategies that parents exercise with respect 

to the education of their children. To understand these strategies it is necessary to 

explore the mechanisms within education systems that create and perpetuate 

inequalities. Furthermore a breadth of perspective needs to be factored into any study 

of education systems that takes into account the wider social and economic context. 

Currently social and economic inequalities are mounting both between and within 

nations, giving rise to policy pronouncements about the need to redress inequality by 

providing a high quality educational experience for all. Yet this is an aspiration which 

runs contrary to the historic nature of education systems. This chapter initially 

summarizes work from social theorists who show how educational structures divide 

students from one another and provide unequal opportunities to generate and 

reconvert economic, social and cultural capital in order to perpetuate existing 

inequalities. An important insight on which this study is based is that schools typically 

violate meritocratic principles in order to strengthen inequalities (Geißler, 2006). 

 

The aim of this study is to develop a dynamic representation of education systems, 

where structures will be understood from the perspective of families. Education 

systems are a context in which families make choices and take actions. All families work 

within distinctive structural parameters, whereby they compete for a set of relative 

educational advantages over other families and their children. This situation is 

characterized by a general sense of anxiety amongst families, which may drive how and 

when they operationalize educational strategies. The anxiety families experience may 

at first appear to be a middle class dilemma, and it is indeed the case that the literature 

in this area has tended to focus on how middle class families adopt educational 
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strategies within their specific school system. But it is a key contention of this study 

that all families, not just the middle classes, have intensified their educational 

strategies to benefit their own children. This can be regarded as a side effect of 

education systems moving to a mass provision model that is more open, which provides 

more students than ever before with the opportunity to access secondary education 

and higher learning. 

 

The discussion in the second half of this chapter outlines a taxonomy of strategies of 

educational advantage that are typically adopted by families. Four main categories of 

educational strategies of advantage are identified: school choice, within-school 

strategies, supplementary strategies and at-home activities. These strategies tend to 

be used by families in various combinations with the ultimate aim to support their 

children in their efforts to achieve educational success. Each strategy necessarily 

reflects the structures and wider context within which they are operationalized, yet 

they also reflect the values, expectations and capitals that families bring to their 

attempts to achieve educational advantage for their children. 

 

Education systems –reproducing inequality 

Equity and quality are intractable problems for education systems the world over. 

Education systems offer more educational opportunities than ever before, yet 

paradoxically they also produce more inequalities (Geißler, 2004). In considering why 

this is so, it is important to recognize how education systems interconnect with other 

dimensions of political and social organization (Streeck, 2009). Education systems 

cannot be understood in isolation from everything else that is going on in society, but 

need to be situated within a ‘larger nexus’ where currently wealth and inequality are 

looming as an ever more pressing global problem (Apple, 1979; Apple, 2004; Apple, 
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2018; Streeck, 2016). Contemporary indicators of social inequality across many 

countries are trending upwards and are indeed they are similar to those found in the 

initial decades of industrialization (Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty, Saez, & Zucman, 2018; 

Piketty, 2014; Stiglitz, 2016; Streeck, 2016). But inequality is not just an economic 

matter. Wilkinson and Pickett’s research finds that societies with higher levels of 

inequality tend to perform more poorly on a range of social indicators, including health 

and education (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010).  

 

Inequalities are no longer only found in the more glaring contrasts between the 

developed and developing world, a product of the history of 19th century 

industrialization and colonization. They are becoming increasingly pronounced within 

developed and wealthy countries, including Australia and Germany. Some researchers 

have attributed this to the decades of neoliberal policy and governance which have 

typically redistributed wealth rather than generated new economic growth (Harvey, 

2005; Redden, 2017). In Australia, a regressive constellation of fiscal and social policies 

consolidated a broader trend towards inequality which crushed those in the middle of 

society who were increasingly forced to participate in the economy without strong 

collective representation in the form of unions and other organizations, while public 

services such as education, health and social security were increasingly withdrawn 

(Pusey, 2003; Redden, 2017). Similar transformations occurred in Germany where the 

long economic stagnation between the early 1990s and mid-2000s brought mass 

unemployment, retrenchments and rising income inequality (Lipps & Oesch, 2017; 

Streeck, 2009). The European Commission (2018) currently observes that there is high 

wealth inequality in Germany by international comparison. The pursuit of economic 

growth in both countries is eroding the political manageability of democratic capitalism 

(Streeck, 2016). 
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The aspiration for equity on the part of governments in the fact of persistent inequality 

is being voiced increasingly. We see education systems being placed at the forefront of 

reform efforts within policy statements, not only from the OECD but in joint statements 

such as the Education 2030 declaration developed conjointly by UNESCO, the World 

Bank, UNICEF and United Nations organizations (OECD, 2016b; UNESCO, 2015). 

Prominent intellectuals similarly declare that social inequality can be reduced through 

educational reform and school initiatives, arguing that education is a key social 

institution and that it is well-placed to lead a social response to the looming crisis of 

inequality (Piketty, 2014; Stiglitz, 2016). Education systems, however, remain limited 

with respect to how they can mobilize to support greater levels of equity, especially if 

their historical role in maintaining and perpetuating inequality is not recognized. The 

critical sociological view disseminated by Bourdieu and others is that the structures and 

processes at the foundation of education systems contribute to social inequality by 

playing a central role in the reproduction or transformation of social worlds (Althusser, 

1971/2008; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 1996). Bourdieu (1974) indeed 

described schooling as a ‘conservative force’ as opposed to a factor alleviating 

inequality. 

 

Schools - an arena for class conflict 

Marx was one of the first to explain how the key form of organization within capitalist 

societies is class, which is shaped variously by a constellation of social, economic and 

political aspects which make up daily life (Marx & Engels, 1848/1969). The effects of 

class structure within contemporary society are no less pervasive, though it has to be 

said that any sense of class consciousness is increasingly refracted by the globalized 

economy (Ehrenreich, 1989; Piketty, 2014; Standing, 2011). This study draws on work 
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which considers how schools play a crucial and growing role in the transmission of class 

advantage across generations (Althusser, 1971/2008; Apple, 1979; Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Collins, 1971; Müller, Ringer & Simon, 1987). 

 

Critical sociologists see persistent inequalities as the inevitable outcome of education 

systems founded upon class advantage (Ringer, 1979). The mechanisms in place that 

serve to perpetuate existing social and economic structures are part of a long-standing, 

well-oiled machine, a process modelled upon the hierarchical division of labour as it 

emerged historically in capitalist societies (Dupriez, Dumax & Vause, 2008; Field et al., 

2007). Ringer suggests that education systems typically bestow social, cultural and 

economic power on those who are already in privileged positions, enabling them to 

maintain class advantage and fulfil accustomed expectations (Ringer, 1979). Schools 

are situated as the central ‘arena of class conflict’ (Collins, 1971). They are sites where 

class groups (i.e., families), contest and struggle with one another (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Gramsci & Buttigieg, 1992). Families seek out for their children, ‘a credential such as a 

school diploma’ which is regarded as ‘a piece of universally recognized and guaranteed 

social capital, good on all markets’ (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 21). Families adjust their 

expectations and strategies to align best to the structures at-hand, as they support 

their children to attain the desired credentials.  

 

Arendt describes how the education system serves effectively to introduce ‘new’ 

(children) into an ‘old world’ (Arendt, 1954). Ringer similarly contends that education 

systems, including their structures, practices and arrangements, are ‘complete 

historical constructions whether we see them or not’ (Ringer, 1979, p. 11). Families 

might thus be seen as operating at the juncture between the old and the new. They are 

working to achieve the expectations they have for their children – with a future-focused 
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orientation. Yet family expectations are typically shaped by the educational 

experiences of parents, and thus are necessarily mediated by educational structures 

that have existed prior to the present moment and any future prospects (Apple, 1982). 

This is why this study will spend time providing a brief historical context to the 

structural arrangements and educational processes within Germany and Australia in 

subsequent chapters. Contemporary educational reforms or practices of choice cannot 

be understood properly outside an historical perspective.  

 

Gramsci describes how ideological hegemonies work to produce the maintenance of 

discourses that stifle questioning and dissent (Gramsci & Buttigieg, 1992). The 

education system’s capacity to distribute social power and status derives from an 

ideological obfuscation, namely that the school system functions as a meritocracy 

(Solga, 2016). This meritocracy is perceived by people as awarding educational success 

to the worthy, while educational failure is seen as an individual matter, arising from an 

individual’s lack of ability or application (Solga, 2016). Educational success and 

achievement are attributed to intellect or academic gifts, without any regard to the 

institutional processes that reward students differently because of their varying levels 

of social, cultural and economic capital, given to them as a familial birth right (Apple, 

1979; Bourdieu, 1974). The pervasive belief that schooling functions as a meritocracy 

obscures the manner in which education systems contribute to social inequality, 

making the distribution of educational rewards appear as a natural matter that is not 

mediated by class (Apple, 2004). The meritocracy serves to render ‘invisible’ the 

processes whereby students are selected and sorted on social and economic terms 

(Bourdieu, 1977). The notion of a meritocracy also serves to obfuscate the way family 

strategies directed at advantaging their children reinforce structures of educational 

inequality, since those strategies are typically directed towards enabling children to 
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perform to the best of their ability, not to secure a place within the class structure at 

the expense of others. 

 

A focus on families 

Generally most families want the best for their children and see the social and 

economic benefit of their children obtaining an education. Yet their actions undertaken 

to support their children’s education can be ignored, or can be regarded as sitting 

outside of the school’s context or outside of the policymaker’s influence. Levin and 

Bellfield (2015) contend that if we do not factor in the educational role of families then 

it will be to the detriment to any proposal for educational reform addressing issues of 

inequality. Too often the role of families is diluted into a socio-economic variable. 

Summing up the complex influence of families within one variable may be necessary 

for statistical modelling, but it is far too narrow for the purposes of achieving a 

comprehensive understanding of the role that families actually play in perpetuating 

educational inequality. The socio-economic variable simultaneously explains 

everything and nothing. A focus should be on the family practices in studies of 

schooling, and in this case, their educational strategies which account for such 

differences between students. Students’ experiences of schooling do not simply 

happen to them and to their families. They are not passive. Rather, families are actively 

involved, and their actions are key to the function of education systems. 

 

Cultural, social and economic capital partially secured through the education system 

are not absolute quantities, but they must be understood relationally, as positions 

within relationships, involving relative advantage and disadvantage (Ringer, 1987). 

Sociologists have described this positioning to achieve educational advantage in terms 
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of status contest, a concept deriving from Weber, which captures how individuals 

position themselves against others for wealth, power and prestige (Weber, Mills & 

Gerth, 1991). The ultimate goal of status contest is class reproduction, and the terms 

under which families engage in status contest are highly dynamic. Ball identifies how 

many families recognize that social mobility is ‘always in play’ (Ball, 2003, p. 7). Families 

actively work to ensure their child is best placed to profit from the educational 

structures. The modes used by families to work to secure upward mobility, or the terms 

by which they engage in status contest, are necessarily shaped by the system structures 

of which they are a part (Turner, 1960).  

 

Much of the literature on class reproductive practices within education systems has 

had a focus on the middle-classes and their strategies of educational advantage. 

Indeed, Power and Whitty using Bernstein’s work argue that the ‘history of the 

education system is the history of the middle class’ (Power & Whitty, 2002, p. 595). The 

various ways by which the middle classes are advantaged by educational structures are 

summed up ironically by Thrupp as education’s ‘inconvenient truth’ (Thrupp, 2007a). 

The middle classes can be said to drive strategies of educational distinction, as they 

have the economic capital to realize their ambitions and the cultural capital to navigate 

the structures of schooling. They have the capacity to pick and choose from schools in 

a way that is not available to other classes. Parents also typically have educational 

qualifications that enable them to interpret what goes on in schools. As successful 

graduates, they know how the system works. They are also regarded as the families 

with the most to lose, as ‘they largely depend on educational credentials to withhold 

their position in the social hierarchy’ (Larsson & Hultqvist, 2018, p. 625). Collins 

describes the middle classes as the pioneers of educational strategies of advantage 

within modern education systems with respect to how they undertake action to secure 



40 
 

status and power positions (Collins, 1971). Middle class families are supremely 

conscious of the contest of social mobility, as is evidenced by how they use education 

systems and employ strategies of educational advantage routinely (Power, Edwards, 

Whitty & Wigfall, 2003; Ball & Vincent, 2001).  

 

The ongoing concern that the middle classes have for their children’s education, and 

their active participation in it, is a historically constituted practice. From the 1950s, it 

was observed that in the middle classes, ‘education has replaced property as the 

insurance of social position’ (Mills, 1951, p.245). Nowadays the middle classes are even 

more concerned with shoring up their children’s future through education. A 

preoccupation with status that Vogel (2011) sees as being due to their social position 

at the point of juncture between the upper and lower social spectrum. Vogel suggests 

that the dispositions of the middle classes are future-focused, whereas the ‘lower 

classes are caught in the present’, while ‘the upper classes are living in the acquired 

wealth of their past’ (Vogel, 2011, p. 507). In similar vein, Brown describes the 

credentialism apparent within the middle classes as having taken on ‘the character of 

a civil war’, as ‘they strive for the same credentials from elite institutions’ (Brown, 2000, 

p. 648). Rather than perceiving them as a unified mass, other researchers seek to 

differentiate between the middle classes (the use of the plural form is significant) and 

how they approach their children’s education, identifying their varying educational 

aspirations and how they activate their strategies differently (Lareau, 2011; Vincent & 

Martin, 2002). As has been stated earlier, however, the manner in which families 

position themselves against one another in schools systems is not only a middle class 

phenomenon, but has also become a feature of families across the social spectrum, as 

this study will show. 
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Intensified status contest between all families 

There are various factors which may be key to explaining why the ‘positional 

competition’ between families has grown recently across all contexts which will be 

discussed briefly below (Brown, 2000). The status contest in which families engage 

within education systems is increasingly a war on all fronts. The struggle for educational 

capital isn’t just within middle class families, but between all families. Even families 

with high levels of capital, who have benefited most from recent economic growth, still 

need to use the education system increasingly to ensure the reproduction of their class 

and their children’s place as members of a social elite (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 132). Indeed, 

Brown outlines the rise of a parentocracy, where ‘a child’s education is increasing 

dependent upon the wishes and wealth of parents, rather than the ability and efforts 

of pupils’ (Brown, 1990, p.66). This is reflected in the colloquial language in circulation 

that is used to describe parents who are over-involved in their children’s education, 

such as the ‘helicopter’ parent. Other researchers describe parents as consumers 

(Campbell, Proctor & Sherington, 2009), risk-managers (Taylor & Woollard, 2003) or 

managers of their child’s education (Wippermann, Wippermann & Kirchner, 2013). 

There is also the ‘tiger mum’, specifically with reference to the results-focused 

parenting style of some Asian families (Broinowski, 2014; Chua, 2011). It is telling that 

many of these descriptors of modern parenting in today’s era are co-opted from 

business jargon where competition is the key to survival. 

 

The strategies of educational advantage used by families signal a sense of anxiety about 

their child’s social status and social mobility through the education system. Trepidation 

is apparent within families about their child’s futures, which may be attributed to an 

ever-changing economic and social context. As Sennett argues, anxiety increases within 

‘ill-defined conditions’ (Sennett, 2006, p. 53). In previous decades, families could 
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expect to secure similar or even better life prospects for their children (Ball & Vincent, 

2001). Now imagined futures are not what they used to be. Intergenerational social 

mobility is an ongoing concern and many children are expected to experience worse 

living conditions than those of their parents (Reay, 2013; Sawhill, Winship & Grannis, 

2012). The middle classes in many Western societies have been significantly 

undermined and made vulnerable (Ehrenreich, 1989). Others even suggest that the 

class structure that underpinned industrial society is giving way. Many professionals 

who once were firmly entrenched in the middle classes are now best described as 

belonging to the ‘precariat’ due to insecure employment and depressed wages 

(Standing, 2011).  

 

Labour market change is occurring with deregulation and the advent of the ‘gig 

economy’ facilitated by technology. ‘Digital disruption’ within the workforce is 

apparent, where recent analysis suggests that 40 percent of jobs will probably be 

computerized or automated in the coming 10 to 15 years (Durrant-Whyte, McCalman, 

O’Callaghan, Reid & Steinberd, 2015). The predicted changes to the labour market not 

only affects unskilled or manual labour, but will have an impact on positions at the 

middle to higher levels, white and blue collar alike (Frey & Osborne, 2017; Standing, 

2011; Vogel, 2011). More flexible labour conditions have already destabilized strong 

labour market protections and commitments to the welfare state in Germany and 

Australia (Standing, 2011; Vogel, 2011). These workforce changes coincide with the 

trend towards ‘credential inflation’. This term describes the intensified use of tertiary 

qualifications, which lessens their ability to be converted with value in the labour 

market (Bourdieu, 1986; Collins, 2002; Hogan, 1996). The threat posed by credential 

inflation in both countries will be picked up later in this study. 
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Changes in the way families are formed are also a feature of modern times. These 

changes include the increasing age at which women are having children and the 

tendency to have a smaller number of children than in previous decades. Middle class 

families, in particular, control their fertility carefully and consider childbearing as a 

sequential step in their lives, one made alongside considerations relating to career and 

professional aspirations (Sassler & Miller, 2014). Declining birth rates are a relatively 

recent phenomenon in Germany and Australia. In Australia, the birth rate is less than 

two children per couple (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2018a). Recent data 

shows that Germany has one of the smallest number of live births in the world (Pötzsch, 

2013). These changes influence the social demands that families make of schooling 

(Teese, 2014). Smaller families and later family formation increases the expectations 

that families have for their children and the resources they can bring to bear to help 

mobilize support for their children’s achievement at school. In the contemporary 

context, Bonner and Caro suggest that children have never been more important 

(Bonnor & Caro, 2007). Children receive greater levels of attention, but at the same 

time more scrutiny as well (Bonnor & Caro, 2007). The interconnection between 

demography and intensified focus on education is best seen in China. The ‘one-child-

policy’ in China led families into actively concentrating their attention on securing a 

high quality education in ways unheard of in previous generations (Liu & Apple, 2016). 

 

Taxonomy of strategies to secure educational advantage within an era of 

mass school completion 

The current educational context has seen widespread access provided to primary and 

secondary school across many jurisdictions. In turn this has changed how families 

engage with education systems. Previously only a small proportion of students made it 

through to the end of secondary school and into higher learning. Today school 
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completion is the norm for many, including children from working and lower class 

families who previously would have retreated into the youth labour market. Now the 

demands of schooling monopolize family life, and schooling decisively shapes the 

experiences of most young people, lasting for the duration of their adolescence 

(Bourdieu, 2009). Dupriez and Maroy describe how ‘expectations with regard to 

schools have been greatly multiplied’ (2003, p. 375). 

  

The contemporary mass model of educational provision has been derisively 

characterized as an ‘industrial model of education’ (Gonski, Arcus, Boston, Gould, 

Johnson, O’Brien, Perry, & Roberts, 2018, p. 97). This caricature implies that schools 

have little or no capacity to individualize or cater for specific students, but that they are 

obliged to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach. While it is true that schools are dealing 

with a more diverse student population than ever before, it is also true that many 

families are increasingly using educational strategies as they seek to shore up their 

child’s success at school. The second part of this chapter turns to the international 

literature and research that identifies the strategies of advantage used by aspirational 

families around the world. 

 

Strategies for educational advantage 

While it is typical for aspirational families to operate a combination of strategies, 

strategies of educational advantage can conceptually be grouped into four thematic 

categories: 

 

 School choice 

 Within-school strategies 

 Supplementary strategies 
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 At-home activities 

 

Each of these thematic categories signifies a distinctive way in which families position 

their children to profit more from the structures of education and establish a 

disadvantage relative to other families. This typology builds on the approach taken by 

Ball and Vincent in their influential categorization of strategies used by middle class 

families as either fitting under ‘choice’ or ‘voice’ (Ball & Vincent, 2001, p. 185). It is also 

important to reflect on how strategies of educational advantage are necessarily 

contextualized within education system structures, as well as broader social and 

economic contexts.  

 

1. School choice strategies 

Practices of school choice are arguably the parental strategy with the most 

transformative force on education systems in recent decades. Musset considers that 

over the past 25 years more than two-thirds of OECD countries have increased the 

possibilities for school choice through reform (Musset, 2012). The breadth of research 

concerning choice practices across all jurisdictions is enormous, including the United 

States (Cucchiara, 2013; Holme, 2002), Sweden (Bunar, 2010; Larsson & Hultqvist, 

2018), Germany (Noreisch, 2007), Canada (Taylor & Woollard, 2003), France 

(Broccolichi & van Zanten, 2000; Duru-Bellat, 2000; Poupeau et al., 2007), Ireland 

(Lynch & Moran, 2006), Spain (Reinoso, 2008) and the United Kingdom (Ball, 2003; 

Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018). Practices of school choice have even been documented 

within Finland’s fully publicly owned and governed comprehensive system, which 

performs consistently well on measures such as PISA (Kosunen & Carrasco, 2016; 

Seppánen, 2003; Poikolainen, 2012).  
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Most of the research on school choice shows that families typically mobilize this 

strategy at secondary level. Secondary schools are often viewed as places where young 

people move away from parental ascendency into environments where they are 

prepared ‘for future social life and where instrumental preparation for future 

professional life becomes essential’ (van Zanten, 2003, p. 166). The practice of choice, 

however, permeates all stages of schooling from early childhood to higher education, 

with the result that choice has effectively become a ‘moral imperative’ for modern 

parenting (Ball, 2003, p.147; Vincent & Ball, 2007). There is a key distinction to be made 

with respect to how parents operationalize choice when secondary schools are subject 

to pure catchment systems which limit the parameters of choice, compared to other 

contexts where choice is enabled by various reforms to encourage parents to choose 

widely independently from location. But leaving aside the question of structural 

parameters, choice effectively works to control social space, creating boundaries by 

stratifying learning and teaching environments, and working to ensure that a relatively 

homogenized social environment is provided for students (van Zanten, 2005). Social 

distance is effectively created whereby the privilege and the disadvantage of certain 

schools can remain unknown to each other. According to Sennett (2006), these 

conditions create the ideal environment where inequality can thrive and prosper. 

 

In many OECD countries, the location of the family residence continues to be the 

primary means used to assign students to primary or lower secondary school (Musset, 

2012). Residential patterns of segregation that occur by the very nature of a city are a 

key factor determining the educational choices families have available to them. As 

Connell has observed, if ‘cities segregate people in their ‘private’ lives, they also 

segregate their schooling’ (Connell, Ashenden, Kessler & Dowsett, 1982, p. 71). 
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Advantaged families have always been able to buy into a favourable geographical 

location when it comes to their children’s education. Middle class families in particular, 

‘devote much energy to deciding where to live and where to educate their children’ 

(Butler & van Zanten, 2007, p. 2). Real estate augments this educational strategy, 

creating what Hogan describes as ‘an extraordinarily tight and so far intractable nexus 

between the ordinary operations of the housing market, the credentials market, and 

educational opportunity’ (Hogan, 1996, p. 257). The ‘mortgage belt’ which surrounds 

desirable schools is a crucial factor in determining the composition of school 

communities (Thrupp, 2007b). The growth of mortgage belts around schools in demand 

is apparent all over the world, including China, where middle class parents are 

increasingly buying houses near schools of choice (Wu, 2008). In the United States, the 

relative advantage or disadvantage of the neighbourhood in which the school is located 

is particularly important. The neighbourhood is a key factor in resource allocation, as 

schools are directly funded from local property taxes (Brantlinger, 2003; Butler & van 

Zanten, 2007; Vickers, 2004).  

 

Many education systems have been refashioned as quasi-markets centred on the 

choice practices of families (Ball, 1998; van Zanten, 2005; Whitty, 1997). Recalibrating 

the education system to function according to market principles has been achieved 

through various reforms, including: decentralizing the public system, promoting school 

autonomy, placing schools (public and private) into direct competition with each other, 

providing Government financial support to all schools and supporting technology or 

tools of assessment which provide information to parents about schools. Promoting 

competition through choice is seen as a key policy designed to drive up quality across 

the education system, as notionally schools compete with one another for enrolments 

through improvement (Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). Supporters of school choice perceive 
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that unshackling parents from restrictions such as school catchments means that they 

will be able to make the best choice in the interests of their child (Jensen, Weidmann 

& Farmer, 2013). It is worth noting that across most systems, the resultant choices 

made by families have mostly served to entrench inequality as opposed to improving 

the quality of education systems (Apple, 2004; Field et al., 2007; Larsson & Hultqvist, 

2018; Musset, 2012; Whitty, 1997).  

 

Schools are simply unable to compete on the same terms. It is more typical for families 

to choose a school on social factors or symbolic cues, instead of choice being 

substantively based on educational factors including school quality (Holme, 2002). The 

Swedish voucher-based system has reduced catchment restrictions so that students 

(and their families) are able to choose, albeit depending on their secondary school 

grades, from any upper-secondary school in their region. Researchers identify that 

because of the sheer growth in the volume of choice, the end result is that families ‘rely 

more heavily’ on ‘symbolic resources’ (Kosunen & Carrasco, 2016; Larsson & Hultqvist, 

2018; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). Families are more likely to use symbolic markers such 

as the school’s location rather than educational factors (Larsson & Hultqvist, 2018). 

Other qualitative work concurs that choices are typically made on the basis of social 

networks, with parents ignoring many official sources of information concerning school 

quality (Ball & Vincent, 1998; Holme, 2002). Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz’s work in the UK 

describe how ‘choice is thoroughly social’, where privileged choosers tend to eschew 

the ‘cold’ and formal knowledge and information provided by schools to potential 

families (student results, etc.) and instead draw down on their social networks to find 

out which school is an appropriate ‘class fit’ for their children (Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz, 

1996, p. 93). Furthermore in the United States, Levin and Belfield find that ‘religious 
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belief appears as the most substantively powerful influence’ particularly for families 

who choose a private school (Levin & Bellfield, 2015, p. 90). 

 

Not all parents want to engage in school choice (Broccolichi & van Zanten, 2000). Nor 

are they equally equipped to engage in school choice and participate actively in it. 

Practically not all parents have the time or the inclination to source the information to 

inform their school choice, such as visiting schools, talking to principals, as well as 

talking to teachers and parents (Ball, 2003). Ball and others explore these 

differentiations and categorizes families as either privileged/skilled, semi-skilled and 

disconnected choosers – divisions which align with class and status groupings (Ball et 

al., 1996). Other researchers have looked at the contradictions of choice, whereby 

liberally or socially-minded parents feel compelled to compromise their values when it 

comes to their own child and act in their own self-interest (Ball, 2003; Brantlinger, 

2003). Some researchers construct the middle classes as victims of educational reform 

agendas that have opened up possibilities for them, yet they still feel ‘burdened by 

education policy and the promises and possibilities of ‘choice’ and the ‘responsibility’ 

for choosing’ (Oria, Cardini, Ball, Stamou, Kolokitha, Vertigan & Flores-Moreno, 2007, 

p.102). It is apparent that some families have more recourse to use strategies of choice 

than others, which is identified in both Germany and Australia and discussed later. 

 

2. Within-school strategies 

Within-school strategies serve to create boundaries and demarcation between 

students within the same school. Many families increasingly place value on their 

children having access to ability grouping, gifted and talented programs and/or 

specialized curriculum classes (Ball, 2003). These within-school strategies are typically 
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mobilized within systems that have a strong comprehensive character (e.g. the United 

Kingdom, the United States and Australia), as it is in these structural conditions where 

it becomes more pressing for parents to find methods of distinction within a common 

school pathway. It is expected that within-school strategies are less pervasive within 

more segmented systems, such as Germany, as students are already divided into 

various schools and/or learning pathways.  

 

Vincent and Ball suggest that some English middle class families do not feel that their 

children’s interests are served well in mixed ability classes within comprehensive 

schools (Ball & Vincent, 2001). In response, Crozier, Reay, James, Jamieson, Beedell, 

Hollingworth & Williams (2008) describe how selective programs are perceived by 

families ‘to reduce risks’. Families use within-school strategies to ensure their children 

occupy ‘relatively ‘safe’ and productive spaces in the urban comprehensive, in the top 

sets and Gifted and Talented Scheme, and employ their various capitals – social, 

cultural and economic – to bolster where the state provision fails’ (Crozier et al., 2008, 

p. 271). Not only this, more advantaged families operationalize within-school strategies 

with the knowledge and security that if they are not effective they have the resources 

‘to bail out’ and use their capacity to engage school choice and move to another school 

(public or private) if need be (Crozier et al., 2008, p. 270). The provision of within-school 

selectivity necessarily leads to student segregation. Although the school may have a 

fairly diverse pupil mix in general, within selective programs there is ‘far less evidence 

of social mixing’ (James, Reay, Crozier, Beedell, Hollingworth, Jamieson & Williams, 

2010, p. 626). Public schools in particular see a benefit in orientating their practice to 

support the within-school differentiation strategies of socially and economically 

advantaged families. Selective programs represent a massive drawcard to retain 

advantaged parents in the public system and resist the social pressures to send their 
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children to private schools (Crozier et al., 2008; Oria, Cardini et al. 2007; James, Reay 

et al. 2010).  

 

Securing access for their children to highly prestigious academic or ‘rare’ subjects is 

another way that families can ensure that their children are exposed to a favourable 

student peer group within a school (Duru-Bellat, 2000). Subject ‘choice’, as with school 

choice, serves as an indirect form of social engineering within many systems. Teese’s 

work in Australia shows how despite the pretence that subject selection is individual, 

‘patterns emerge which show that even a loosely-organized curriculum is a powerful 

vehicle of social differentiation, thanks to the academic values associated with different 

fields of knowledge’ (Teese, 2007, p. 43). High status subjects, ‘given the intensity of 

the cognitive demands contained in them’, ‘provide an indispensable medium for 

asserting academic superiority (and for converting social advantage into academic 

capital)’ (Teese, 2007, p. 46). The highly prestigious subjects across many systems are 

generally foreign languages, high-level mathematics and science. By ensuring that their 

children undertake these subjects, families are guaranteed the benefit of the 

‘stratifying effect’ which occurs within academic trajectories geared to university 

entrance (Lamb, 2008, p. 9).  

 

Within-school strategies also include the manner by which families strategically 

manage interactions with their child’s school to influence academic outcomes (Vincent 

& Martin, 2002). Lareau’s work found that middle class families were prepared to 

intervene if their child did not receive a place in the extension program offered at their 

school, and that they carry an expectation ‘for institutions to be responsive to them 

and to accommodate their individual needs (2011, p. 245). Another strategy is when 

families play an active role in the school’s decision-making or governance. Educational 
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reforms which promote autonomy have meant that many schools now have to include 

parent representatives in their decision-making processes concerning the curriculum, 

staff appointments, and school resourcing allocation. Being positioned to take up these 

positions within school governance, advantaged families can effectively guide schools 

into making decisions that serve their children better than others. This reinforces the 

significant leverage some families bring to their engagement with school, since as Ball 

observes, they are ‘well placed to take advantage of modes of engagement which rely 

upon the practices of consumption and the skills of assertive talk’ (Ball, 2003, pp. 167-

168).  

 

Researchers have documented the varying levels of effectiveness by socio-economic 

background in how families find and use their voice in their relationship with their 

children’s school (Lareau, 2000; Vincent, 2001). Weininger and Lareau (2003) discuss 

how social class impacts on how families engage with school practices, such as parent-

teacher conferences. Their research finds that working-class or poorer families tend to 

be relatively passive and typically play a reactive role, while middle class parents appear 

more at ease, and many ‘took over’ the conversational space during the parent-teacher 

conference (Weininger & Lareau, 2003, p. 386). They describe the sense of entitlement 

that middle class families have when dealing with schools, which are transmitted to 

their children (Weininger & Lareau, 2003). Parents’ comfort with their own educational 

experience becomes key to how they approach their child’s education and teachers. 

Advantaged families more typically see the education of their children as a shared 

enterprise. In the United States, Hassrick and Schneider (2009) address how middle-

class parents are typically keen to ‘open’ the classroom. The increased level of informal 

teacher surveillance undertaken by these families in turn impacts on teachers and how 

they regulate their everyday practices in the classroom. Their interviews with middle-
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class families find that school events such as mathematics night are seen as events 

where families can also ‘strategically advocate for enhancing the learning opportunities 

of their children’ (Hassrick & Schneider, 2009, p. 206). Yet in line with a key proposition 

of this study, Crozier’s research with middle-class and working-class families finds that 

both are equally committed to achieving educational success. The chief difference is 

that working-class families are likely to see the school as separate from their ‘everyday 

social and cultural world and that the parent-teacher role comprises a division of 

labour’ (Crozier, 1999, p. 315). Working class families are certainly more deferential 

towards teachers and are less likely to intervene in the processes of schooling on their 

children’s behalf (Crozier, 1999).  

 

3. Supplementary strategies 

Supplementary strategies are undertaken outside of formal schooling to strengthen 

student engagement, achievement and outcomes. The supplementary strategy most 

commonly identified in the research is tutoring. Supplementary strategies of advantage 

can also include how families cultivate or support interest in certain hobbies and extra-

curricular activities. 

 

Tutoring takes its form from the ‘more visible curriculum’ (Doherty & Dooley, 2017, p. 

553). Bray’s metaphor of shadow education is particularly pivotal in four ways: 

 

‘First, private supplementary tutoring only exists because the mainstream 

education system exists; second, as the shape and size of the mainstream 

education system change, so do the size and shape of supplementary tutoring; 

third, in almost all societies much more attention focuses on the mainstream than 
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on its shadow, and fourth, the features of the education system are much less 

distinct than those of the mainstream system’. (Bray, 2009, p. 13) 

 

In many contexts, the social demand for tutoring is hidden from view, but increasingly 

it is becoming regarded as ‘the right and proper way for responsible parents to optimise 

children’s achievement’ (Doherty & Dooley, 2017, p. 562). Bray’s work amongst others, 

suggests that two key reasons why families obtain tutoring is for enrichment purposes 

and/or remedial assistance which enables a student to be set up to be positioned better 

than others (Bray, 2009; Bray & Kwok, 2003). Tutoring uptake typically aligns to each 

context’s key educational transitions. Parents are more likely to access tutors if their 

children are about to have examinations, or if they have started their final year when 

they will be obliged to sit for high stakes tests that will determine whether they can 

proceed to university. The uptake of tutoring ebbs and flows in relation to the high 

stakes assessment and examination regime. 

 

Previously tutoring was a key educational strategy primarily used with high intensity 

within East and South Asian education systems, where, as Doherty and Dooley note, 

there has been a ‘long history of private tutoring for examination preparation’ (Dohert 

& Dooley, 2017, p. 553). Liu and Apple discuss how middle-class families in China 

typically send their children at primary age to after-school classes or private tutoring 

associations with connections to their school of choice, to help ensure their child will 

gain admission (Liu & Apple, 2016, p. 948). In Hong Kong, the entrance examinations to 

study at university are highly competitive and private supplementary tutoring is drawn 

on by families from all socio-economic backgrounds, though it is undoubtedly 

employed more frequently by well-educated families with higher incomes (Bray & 

Kwok, 2003; Hon, 2010). It is also interesting to note the example of South Korea, 
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where the hagwon or cram schools are famous, with online tutors reportedly holding 

a similar level of social prestige as pop stars (Fifield, 2015). Nowadays countries such 

as Australia and Germany, which were once considered low intensity markets, are also 

increasing their uptake of tutoring (Hille, Spieß & Staneva, 2016; Watson, 2008).  

 

Bray highlights how tutoring further exacerbates the socio-economic divisions between 

students (Bray, 2009; Bray & Lykins, 2012). Across many countries the increase in 

household expenditure on tutoring is predominantly from families who are more 

advantaged than others (Albert, Hurrelman, & Quenzel, 2010; Watson, 2008). Vincent 

describes how ‘the buying-in of expertise through activities (or tutoring, or parenting 

classes) is one of the most obvious ways in which cultural capital is linked to economic 

capital’ (Vincent & Ball, 2007, p. 1069). Although parents can help with homework in 

the early years, as children progress through schooling the curriculum content becomes 

increasingly abstract and parental assistance may be less helpful. The ability of some 

families to purchase additional assistance for their children becomes pertinent. 

Tutoring is a key strategy of educational advantage, as it is a measure designed to 

directly assist students in mastering the curriculum. It is typically brought in for subject 

areas which are seen as crucial to the dominant academic hegemonic curriculum, 

particularly for mathematics and foreign languages. These are the subjects which 

traditionally place more cognitive demand on students. No research provides evidence 

that students obtain tutoring in an area of applied learning, or in subjects regarded as 

having less prestige, such as the social sciences or creative arts. The strategic use of 

tutoring in some subjects rather than others exposes the predominant function of the 

conservative curriculum in many contexts (Teese & Polesel, 2003).  
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Supplementary strategies also include the participation of children in extra-curricular 

activities outside of school. Extra-curricular activities provide students with the ability 

to develop various skills including teamwork, problem solving and resilience which may 

strengthen academic achievement (Lamb, Jackson, Rumberger, 2015a). Horvat, 

Weininger & Lareau (2003) suggest that participation in extra-curricular activities 

generates and sustains the creation of social networks. These social networks provide 

an opportunity for students to form positive peer-groups. They also facilitate the 

opportunity for families to network, where they may discuss and learn how to use 

strategies of educational advantage from other parents (e.g. how to engage in school 

choice, employ a tutor or seek admission into a gifted and talented program) (Horvat 

et al., 2003). Poupeau et al.’s (2007) work in the greater Paris region shows the 

differentiation between students who transferred outside of their local school zone for 

secondary education against those who did not. Their work found that students who 

transferred undertook different types of cultural activities to those who did not, 

including going to the theatre, speaking a foreign language or scouting. Their research 

shows the link between these extra-curricular activities and school choice, which 

together ‘preserve a certain exclusiveness in their relatively closed educational circuits’ 

and thus serves to advantage certain families over others in their efforts to gain 

educational capital (Poupeau et al., 2007, p. 42). 

 

Not all families are able to use supplementary strategies to advantage their children. It 

is more common to find advantaged families enrolling their children in extra-curricular 

activities as a social enrichment activity (Vincent & Ball, 2007). Horvat et al. (2003) also 

identify the discrepancy in the number of out-of-school activities students participate 

in by social class. Middle-class children on average participate in under five activities 

organized outside of school, working class children under three and poor children 
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under two. Students from wealthier families participated in more and this gives them 

and their families greater opportunity to forge connections, while students from poorer 

families participated in less (Horvat et al., 2003). This is not surprising, as activities such 

as these can represent a significant expense that not all families can afford. 

 

4. At-home activities  

At-home educational activities or strategies are the ‘cultural repertoires’ developed in 

the home, which provide the foundation for how children engage with schooling. These 

are captured in Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, whereby children through their 

everyday experiences develop a second skin built upon the environment in which they 

grow up (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu describes the habitus as ‘an immediate adherence 

at the deepest level of the habitus, to the tastes and distastes, sympathies and 

aversions, fantasies and phobias which, more than declared opinions, forge the 

unconscious unity of a class’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 77). The family is the ‘child’s first 

reference group’ (Cole & Cox, 1968, p. 4). What occurs at home is vital to a child’s ability 

to succeed academically, as ‘more than 90 percent of the waking hours of a child from 

birth to the age of 18 is spent outside of school in an environment that is heavily 

conditioned, both directly and indirectly, by families’ (Sosniak, 2001 as cited in Levin & 

Belfield, 2015, p. 61).  

 

The OECD’s parental questionnaire in PISA considers at-home parent involvement to 

be either academically or non-academically related (Borgonovi & Montt, 2012; OECD, 

2012). Although such a distinction may have some value, dividing at-home parent 

involvement into these two groupings is arbitrary and artificial. The scope of influence 

that families have on their child’s education runs deep. Solga and Wagner describe how 
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their educational expectations and class-specific socialisation practices cannot be 

underestimated (Solga & Wagner, 2008). It is Lareau (2000, 2011) who provides the 

best perspective with respect to exploring this strategy as it identifies the various 

activities and educational strategies undertaken within homes, giving them a practical 

rather than theoretical quality. Lareau draws a distinction between the practices of 

‘concerted cultivation’ in middle-class homes and ‘natural growth’ in more working 

class environments (Lareau, 2011). Concerted cultivation refers to the various ways in 

which middle class families foster behaviours and values that fit into school culture, a 

certain ‘scholarly disposition’ whereby they teach their child to talk appropriately, 

behave in a manner fit for school, negotiate with adults and structure time. The 

patterns of concerted cultivation woven into the fabric of daily life for children lead to 

the creation of differential advantages for children when they enter and then negotiate 

a pathway within school systems (Lareau, 2011).  

 

The OECD’s report on the relationship between parental involvement and student 

achievement suggests that it may be a good idea for parents to ‘get involved at school 

because you want to, not because you have to’ or ‘show your children that you value 

reading’ (OECD, 2012, pp. 39 - 51 ). Yet at-home environments are not all equally 

advantageous to educational success and it is middle class familial culture that is 

rewarded significantly by educational institutions (Weber et al., 1991, p. 243). Gramsci 

illuminates this best in his discussion of the natural fit between school and certain 

families, ‘especially in the intellectual strata’ whereby their children ‘find in their family 

life a preparation, a prolongation and a completion of school life; they ‘breath in’ as the 

expression goes, a whole quantity of notions and attitudes which facilitate the 

educational process properly speaking’ (Gramsci & Buttigieg, 1992, p. 31). Those from 

less advantaged backgrounds may find school an alienating experience, reinforcing the 
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distance between what they do at home and the ‘academic’ knowledge privileged by 

their school (Bernstein, 1977; McLeod & Yates, 2008). Heath’s ethnographic work 

shows how different families have different patterns of language socialisation which 

give shape ‘to their experiences in classrooms and beyond’ (Heath, 1983, p. 368). Many 

families often have to submit to the cultural values of the education system, rather 

than have their own cultures and home environment affirmed by what happens in 

school.  

 

The ability of families to free up their time to better support their children’s schooling 

is another important strategy of advantage. This strategy requires family capitals to 

draw down on during this time. Some families delay their child’s start to school to keep 

them immersed in the family home, which means that they have more time to be 

enculturated in family values (Dahrendorf, 1967b). Researchers describe how 

contemporary parenthood in Germany has actually lead to retraditionalization of the 

divisions between men and women, which starts with the birth of the first child and 

strengthens with every consecutive child (Merkle & Wippermann, 2008). This was 

reaffirmed by Wippermann et al. (2013) who find that increasingly mothers are 

spending even more time bringing up their children, and the gender roles and division 

of labour in the home have become increasingly unequal. This is not a German 

phenomenon, it occurs across the world. Griffith and Smith (2005, p. 22) describe how 

‘middle-class women came to play a central role in the transmission of class through 

familial organization’. They suggest that ‘women, who as mothers have time to 

dedicate to their children’s education, contribute to the functioning of the school in 

ways that are seldom recognized as work’ (Griffith & Smith, 2005, p. 24).  
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Parents now are increasingly expected to play a part in teaching and learning at home 

(Merkle & Wippermann, 2008). Wippermann et al. (2013) identify that the parental 

role in Germany has become ‘pedagogised’. The reliance on families to assist with their 

child’s homework, may result in parents resorting to traditional learning methods that 

they are familiar with, which may not be effective (or even counterproductive) for their 

children (Merkle & Wippermann, 2008). Recently the United States has freed up 

regulations for home-schooling whereby parents withdraw their children completely 

from schooling and decide to educate them themselves (Levin & Belfield, 2015). Home 

schooling is growing significantly in the United States with ‘recent estimates indicate 

that approximately one million students are being home schooled’ (Levin & Belfield,  

2015, p. 93). Levin and Bellfield (2015, p. 93) describe this as ‘the ultimate in 

privatization: the education of children who home school is typically private funded, 

privately provided, and (almost fully) privately regulated’. Home schooling in the 

United States relies solely on the at-home educational strategies of families. 

 

Strategies as an agent of educational transformation and change  

This chapter frames the importance of a wider dimensionality to the study of education 

systems that recognizes how schools are actively responding to a changing social and 

economic context. Education systems need to be studied with a breadth of perspective. 

In today’s current era of rising inequalities, the expansion of educational opportunities 

has not been to the benefit of all. Massification has not created equal access to higher 

forms of education, employment or overall higher levels of wellbeing (Teese, 2007). 

The sociological standpoint of this study is that education structures are more likely to 

perpetuate social inequalities than alleviate them. This runs contrary to the visions of 

equity and quality which permeate educational reform agendas worldwide. The illusion 
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of meritocracy shrouds education systems from the acknowledgement of their role in 

reproducing inequality, as well as the active role that families play in these processes.  

 

This chapter has drawn together a range of research literature to argue that families 

contribute to the production of educational inequality through their strategies of 

educational advantage. Family strategies are a response to their local structures of 

schooling. Much research has had a focus on how middle class families engage in status 

contest within education systems to strategically position their children to secure 

relative advantages or disadvantages over others. Middle class families, however, are 

not alone in their use of strategies of educational advantage. Many families are 

invested in the promise of upward mobility secured through their child’s success at 

school. Families of all backgrounds are engaging in class contest within the education 

system.  

 

It is apparent that in both countries there is a general pervasive anxiety apparent 

amongst families. This is due to various factors. In response to their anxiety and 

concern for their child’s future, the research literature suggests that strategies of 

educational advantage – school choice, within-school, supplementary and at-home 

strategies - are more prominent than ever. They are used intensively, often in 

combination with one another, by aspirational families across many countries. 

Understanding how and why families operationalize educational strategies of 

advantage are more important than ever before. The next chapter looks at the datasets 

used in this study to consider the ways in which German and Australian families employ 

strategies of educational advantage and their correlation to the discrete education 

structures in both countries. 
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 Why comparative research? 

The first part of this chapter outlines examples of comparative research and key 

researchers who inform the methodological approach that underpins this study. 

Comparative research emphasizes structural arrangements and mechanisms of 

schooling which can be overlooked within research located within only one context. 

The distinctive character of this study arises from the way it brings together data from 

both Germany and Australia in order to understand how families engage with the 

educational opportunities available to them in each setting. There has been limited 

comparative work which aligns the German and Australian education systems. And 

there are no available comparative studies involving these two countries which address 

how, when and why families mobilize strategies of educational advantage.  

 

To achieve a comparative perspective on both countries, this study draws upon various 

datasets that reflect the expectations, school choices and other strategies of 

educational advantage adopted by families in each context. An obvious source of 

relevant data for this purpose are transnational datasets such as PISA and Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), both of which provide common 

datasets to compare Germany and Australia. At other stages in the discussion, the 

study uses data collections specific to each context, including the German National 

Educational Panel (NEPS) and the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority (ACARA) data, amongst others. Administrative datasets related to schools 

also contextualize each jurisdiction and provide insight into familial strategies.  

 

This chapter outlines each of these aforementioned datasets, including their research 

aims, methodology and sample. By bringing these data sets together, the aim is to 
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achieve a comprehensive representation of parent strategizing in each national setting 

that only becomes possible through comparative work of this kind. This chapter also 

addresses the limitations of these large data collections, highlighting the care that 

needs to be taken in interpreting them for the purposes of comparative research. The 

final section outlines the other sources of data used as well as the relevance of using 

media sources where appropriate.  

 

What does a comprehensive methodology mean? 

A key foundation to comparative work is setting up a common problem. This could be 

to ask why both the German and Australian education systems fail to achieve 

improvements in equity and quality. But in asking such questions it is also important to 

be especially aware of differences between national contexts. Work that uses PISA 

scores in a way that is not sensitive to the specificity of national contexts – that allows 

those specifics to be washed out through using abstract and analytical categories can 

give the impression that complex educational phenomena can be reduced to simple 

questions and answers. By contrast, the methodology informing this study aligns with 

other key comparativists, including Müller, Ringer and Simon (1987). Müller sees that 

comparative analysis ‘must be based on complex regional or national investigations’ 

which attempt to escape an isolation that can eventuate when it is a study of one 

system alone. He goes on to say that ‘comparative analyses that merely confront and 

compare school forms or describe the relevant political or pedagogical discussions can 

at best achieve a clear overview of different national structures, but they cannot 

produce new hypotheses or adequately specified research results’ (Müller, 1987, p. 

15). Comparative work requires a depth, it is not simply a matter of pointing to the 

easy-to-target features of education systems and leaving the comparative work at that. 

Substantial explanatory work is required in terms of findings to be able to produce new 
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research findings, according to Müller (Müller, 1987). Ringer also emphasises the value 

in firstly bringing education systems into contact by differentiating between those 

characteristics unique to national systems from those shared by several, and then goes 

further to focus on those perceived commonalities in order to explain how systems 

function (Ringer, 1979). His emphasis on the common features as a means to explain 

systemic function is important, as at face-value Germany and Australia do not have 

many shared characteristics, apart from their fairly equivalent PISA performance. A 

cursory glance at a comparison of these systems may generate a view that there is no 

meaningful comparison that can be made. 

 

As has already been explained, a robust comparative methodology is one that is 

sensitive to the specific characteristics of each national setting. The act of comparison 

brings education systems into relationship with one another, it is an attempt to 

understand one in the light of the other, and vice versa. Another way to put this is to 

say that for a comparative methodology contextualization is everything. There is little 

research which compares the structures of schooling in Germany and Australia, 

although there are some examples including work undertaken by Chesters (Chesters & 

Smith, 2015). It is more typical to find Germany and Australia compared in studies of 

vocational education and training, where Germany is typified as the model of best 

practice for apprenticeship training that Australia needs to learn from (Burke & Reuling, 

2002; Pfeifer, 2016). Comparative work commonly framed around PISA performance 

tends to take jurisdictions that are either high or low performing. This study is different 

in that it takes up two nations that perform fairly similarly in terms of aggregate results 

(as seen in Figure 1.1).  The German system’s results on PISA are typically attributed to 

their system design features (e.g. early tracking), whilst Australia’s results which are 

similar – do not seem to find such an easy explanation. 
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The Australian and German education systems prove rich for comparison as both 

present fundamentally distinct ‘ideal’ types of education system. According to Mons, 

Germany can be considered as a separation model with tracked structures, while 

Australia has an à la carte integration model, as despite a common program in the early 

stages of schooling, students are increasingly grouped by performance or common 

characteristics (Mons, 2007, as cited in Dupriez et al., 2008). The two systems are also 

representative of the binary within Turner’s framework (1960) concerning modes of 

upward mobility, which he exemplifies as ‘contest mobility’ in the United States and 

‘controlled selection’ in the United Kingdom. Whichever ideal type is used to describe 

their distinctive structural qualities, both education systems are negotiating student 

diversity and responding to student academic heterogeneity. Their structures have 

long-standing and enduring ways to perform a similar function – which is to sort and 

select students (Dupriez et al., 2008).  

 

The lack of comparative work featuring Germany and Australia could be associated 

with the constraint of language. Scholars in education research within Australia only 

have limited access to the richness of German scholarship, namely that which has been 

translated into English. German researchers, on the other hand, although typically 

more capable of working in English, are likely to take a larger country to work with for 

the purposes of comparison, such as the United States or United Kingdom, than seeing 

much value in pursuing a comparison with an antipodean country like Australia. That 

said, there is undoubtedly a richness to be gained when a comparative researcher is 

able to work between the two languages. After all, the language of schooling is very 

contextual and it is often the terminology that evades an easy like-for-like translation 

which is most fruitful for analysis. An example of this is seen in the use of 
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‘comprehensive’ to describe schools that are very unlike in the German and Australian 

systems. The distinctive qualities of comprehensive provision in both systems will be 

discussed in later chapters. 

 

As for the focus of this particular study, it has already been noted that very little 

comparative research has focused on the situation of families and how they operate 

the educational systems in which they find themselves. As mentioned there are a 

number of quintessential context-specific studies that frame the importance of 

studying families, particularly middle class families, in how they use strategies of 

educational advantage (Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz, 1995). There have been some key 

comparative studies which have explored how families operationalize choice. Raveaud 

and van Zanten’s (2007, p.109) comparative work concerning Paris and London, 

explores how middle class families navigate school choice within both cities, whereby 

systemic arrangements ‘render some strategies more desirable and easier than others’. 

Van Zanten (2009) has undertaken a similar study of school choice across six European 

cities. She found that upper to middle class parents ‘appeared very much aware of local 

hierarchies and local quasi-markets and developed strategies to have access to the best 

schools’, whilst working-class and immigrant families appeared ‘loyal’ to public schools 

(van Zanten, 2009, p.91). But it should be noted that studies have specifically focused 

on choice, rather than the variety of strategies that families employ to support their 

children, and which provide the focus of this study as identified in the previous chapter. 

 

Large-scale data collections 

This study uses various datasets to explore the structural mechanisms and policies in 

place within the German and Australian education systems. These large-scale datasets 
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have a primary focus on collecting information from students, with an additional 

questionnaire conducted with their families, as well as teachers and school leaders. The 

questionnaires designed for families are typically used to establish a contextual basis 

by which to analyze student achievement, specifically the socio-economic background 

of families. The primary intention of these data collections is to benchmark student 

performance internationally. Therefore the research purpose driving the data 

collections within the family home is often a subsidiary matter. There is limited 

reporting which features the data collected from families, and the research questions 

this study is preoccupied in many ways is seeking out new information from these 

collections which do not receive much attention.  

 

In this study, the datasets which feature the perspective of families are used 

predominately, using the family contextual questionnaires which are not used typically 

within much research. The datasets present an invaluable resource for comparative 

educational researchers to tap into. The large-scale data collections included for this 

study are: 

 

1. Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

2. Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 

3. National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) (Stage three) 

 

All the datasets were analyzed within IBM’s Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 24 and utilised SPSS statistical processes. The maps included were built 

using MapInfo using publicly available geographical boundary digital files. The PISA and 

TIMSS database are publicly accessible from the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the International Association for the 
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Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) respectively. Access to the NEPS datasets 

was secured through an application to the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories 

in Bamburg, Germany (project number 2279). The data was at all times treated 

securely. German and Australian administrative datasets concerning education were 

downloaded through publicly accessible websites. 

 

Table 3.1  Large-scale datasets used for this study 
Name Participants Country Year of data 

collection 

Programme 
for 
International 
Student 
Assessment 
(PISA) 

Grade 10 
students 
Their school 
leader/teachers  
 
Their parents 
 

Australia/Germany 
 
 
 
Germany 

2015 
(every 3 
years) 

Trends in 
International 
Mathematics 
and Science 
Study 
(TIMSS) 
 

Grade 4 
students 

Australia/Germany 
 

2015 
(every 4 
years) 

National 
Educational 
Panel Study 
(NEPS) Stage 
three 

Grade 5 
students 
Their parents 

Germany Longitudinal 
2010-2016 
(5 waves of 
parent data 
available) 

 

Parents typically employ strategies at crucial points in time during their child’s 

schooling from pre-enrolment, to enrolment in both primary and secondary stages of 

schooling through to completion and into higher education. The various datasets 

enable us to pick up how families mobilize different strategies of educational 

advantage at different points in time during their child’s schooling. This is important as 

‘the relevance of education as a means of social reproduction may be evaluated 

differently at different points in time’ (Ball, 2003, p. 24). NEPS in particular with its 

longitudinal design enables parental viewpoints and perspectives to be studied over 
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various waves of data, providing a different picture to that found within a cross-

sectional dataset.  

 

Figure 3.1 and 3.2 shows how schooling is structured and arranged within Germany and 

Australia and at which points the data used for this study is collected. Administrative 

datasets used within both contexts provide a picture of educational provision across all 

years of schooling. 
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Figure 3.1 Diagram of Australian school system and where the datasets used for 
this study correspond 
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Figure 3.2 Diagram of German school system and where the datasets used for 
this study correspond 
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It should be noted that although family strategies of advantage exist in pre-primary 

stages and into higher-education, this particular study does not have the scope to 

analyze datasets which correspond to these stages of learning. This study will 

concentrate mainly on the strategies parents operationalize when their children are 

most exposed to the formal educational structures, that is to say, while their children 

are attending primary, lower-secondary and upper-secondary school. 

 

1. The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is conducted by the OECD 

and designed to provide ‘a reliable, sustainable, comparative database that allows 

researchers worldwide to study basic as well as policy-orientated questions’ (OECD, 

2013, p. 169a). Although the cognitive achievement tests run with students receive the 

most attention from the media and policymakers, PISA also collects contextual data 

from 15-year-old students, their teachers and parents.  

 

PISA is designed as a two-stage stratified sample, where the first stage consists of 

sampling individual schools in which 15-year-old students could be enrolled, and the 

second stage consists of selecting with equal probability a maximum of 35 students 

from each school to take part in the study (Thomson et al., 2017, p. xvi). Each 

jurisdiction can undertake additional sampling if required. For instance, in Australia 

smaller jurisdictions and indigenous students are oversampled. Despite robust 

procedures, the sampling design increases the standard error of any population 

estimates and typically any comparative analysis that uses PISA data needs to be 

weighted (OECD, 2009). In the instances where this study calls upon the PISA student 

data, it will be weighted accordingly. 
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The PISA parent questionnaire is distributed to all participating students and asks that 

their mother/father or caregiver take part. It is voluntary for families to participate, 

regardless of whether their child undertakes the assessment. PISA asks parents about 

their early involvement in their children’s lives, school-based involvement, home-based 

academic involvement and home-based non-academic involvement. Countries elect to 

participate in this additional component of the PISA study, and Australia has not chosen 

to implement this questionnaire within any PISA cycle. By contrast, Germany has 

administered the parent questionnaire since PISA 2006. Participation in the parental 

questionnaire is not universal. Unfortunately the data collected from families cannot 

be weighted with any accuracy. It is impossible to derive population statistics from all 

parents within any country, or to make this meaningful in relation to the PISA sample. 

The parent datasets need to be used as is, with necessary limitations and caveats that 

they contain sampling error. The parent data has been used unweighted in previous 

analysis, including in an OECD report by Borgonovi and Montt (2012). The parent data 

collection is typically used as an explanatory factor to study student achievement, for 

example work which identifies how at-home literacy practices of families correspond 

to student PISA performance (Borgonovi & Montt, 2012; OECD, 2012).  
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This study uses the PISA 2015 datasets. Table 3.2 provides descriptive statistics from 

the German and Australian PISA 2015 sample.  

 

Table 3.2 PISA 2015 sample by key characteristics in Germany and Australia 

 Germany Australia 

Student (N) 14530 6504 
Weighted student (N) 741872 256329 
Student is a female (%) 49.2 49.3 
Student is born in another country (%) 5.1 14.3 
Highest ISEI* of parent (mean) 51.9 56.6 
Parents completed questionnaire (N) 3068 0 
   
From those parents   
Highest ISEI* of parent (mean) 53.6 N/A 
Only mother completed the questionnaire (%) 71.3 N/A 
Student is a female (%) 55.7 N/A 
Student is born in another country (%) 3.4 N/A 

Source: OECD PISA 2015 * ISEI stands for the International Socio-Economic Index of 
Occupational Status (ISEI-08) which provides a continuous scale of occupational 
stratification used frequently in comparative research. 

 

The proportion of females is fairly similar in terms of the PISA student survey between 

the two nations. There are more students from an immigrant background in the 

Australian student sample, than the German student sample (14.3 per cent compared 

to 5.1 per cent) The highest parental occupational ranking, as measured by the 

International Socio-economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI-08), finds that the 

occupational status of Australian parents (56.6) is slightly higher than German families 

(51.9). With respect to the German families who responded to the parental 

questionnaire, when compared to the overall German PISA sample, the parents are 

slightly more well placed in their occupational status, they were more likely to have a 

daughter and their children were less likely to have been born in a country outside of 

Germany. 

 

PISA data has a few limitations. The dataset is cross-sectional so we cannot find 

whether the perspectives and strategies of the same parents change over time. 
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Secondly, there are some distinctions in the data that is made publicly available from 

each country. In the Australia PISA student data, the state/territory of each student is 

known, there is also similar information provided for the school sector. Whereas in 

Germany, this information is undisclosed within the publicly available datasets, and 

their students/parents cannot be disaggregated by their state of residence (Reiss et al., 

2016).  

 

2. Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 

The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) is conducted by 

the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). The 

IEA also provide the scientific use files for international comparative analysis. TIMSS 

consists of the direct assessment of student skills in science and mathematics 

encompassing various content and cognitive dimensions (Martin, Mullis & Hooper, 

2016). The TIMSS sampling frame includes all students in the fourth year of their formal 

schooling as counted from the start of ISCED Level 1. TIMSS uses a two-stage random 

sample design, with schools drawn as a first stage, then the second stage involves a 

class of students being selected from the sample school. Methods and Procedures in 

TIMSS 2015 states that ‘intact classes of students are sampled rather than individuals 

from across the grade level or of a certain age because TIMSS pays attention to 

students’ curricular and instructional experiences, and these typically are organized on 

a classroom basis’ (Martin et al., 2016, p. 3.1). There is also an additional sample 

conducted with Grade 8 students to measure similar constructs but this data will not 

be used in this study, as no contextual questionnaire is conducted with the families of 

students. 
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The emphasis of this study is on the perspective of families, therefore only the 

background contextual database from the family questionnaire is used to explore the 

research questions. The TIMSS background context questionnaires give an insight into 

‘home, community, school, and classroom contexts in which student learn 

mathematics and science’ (Martin et al., 2016, p. 2.1). It is also supplied to all parents 

with children who are selected to take part in TIMSS, and similarly to processes 

followed in PISA, it is not compulsory. But TIMSS nonetheless provides useful data for 

this study as it contains the perspective of both German and Australian families of 

students in Grade 4. Descriptive data from TIMSS 2015 is shown in Table 3.3. 

 

Table 3.3  TIMSS 2015 sample by key characteristics in Germany and Australia  
 Australia Germany 

Grade 4 students (N) 6057 3948 
Female (%) 48.5 49.0 
Parent with a university education or higher (%) 51.3 22.2 
   
Parent of Grade 4 students - completed (N) 2636 2421 
Parent of Grade 4 students who did not complete survey (N) 3421 1527 
Only mother completed questionnaire  (%) 87.1 67.9 
Parents who completed questionnaire with a university 
education or higher (%) 51.9 22.2 
Parents who completed who reported that they always 
spoke the main language of test at home (%) 73.9 85.4 

Source:  TIMSS 2015 

The German and Australian sample in TIMSS differ by some characteristics. Mothers in 

the majority, particularly in Australia, filled out the questionnaire by themselves (as 

opposed to together with the father). The one key distinction, is that the proportion of 

families with a university level education is higher in Australia than Germany, reflective 

of overall population differences in the highest education attainment levels between 

the two countries. 
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One major limitation of the TIMSS data is that we cannot know which jurisdiction within 

Australia or Germany that the students or their parents reside in. In Australia, we do 

not know the school sector either. 

 

3. The German National Educational Panel Dataset (NEPS) 

The German National Educational Panel Dataset is a newly established dataset 

providing scope to test this study’s research questions. NEPS data has been collected 

using a multi-cohort sequence design, which commenced across various stages of 

schooling in 2010 (Bela, 2015). As well as students, their parents, school teachers and 

school leaders also are surveyed periodically. NEPS is the only source of longitudinal 

data used within this study. The strength of the longitudinal design of NEPS is in that it 

can show ‘the changing (and sometimes) unchanging experiences of individuals as their 

educational careers progress’ (Blossfeld, Roßbach, von Maurice, 2011, p. 1).  

 

This study focuses on data collected from the third cohort that encompasses students 

who were in the 5th Grade in the 2010/2011 school year. Data collected within the 

third cohort has been chosen as it is well-timed to capture the transition into lower-

secondary schooling for the majority of students and their families. Separate consent 

for students to participate in the project was different to the parental consent, which 

means that it was a choice as to whether parents participated in the study as well as 

their child. The parent questionnaire used as part of the NEPS study has a few distinct 

features. The parent dataset, as opposed to PISA and TIMSS, is collected via Computer 

Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI). Another aspect is that due to the survey’s 

longitudinal design, the parent who answered the survey could also change during 
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waves, so the instrument was designed to accommodate this and pick up demographic 

information accordingly.  

 

The sampling of the school-aged population involved in NEPS was initially a school 

sample framework to account for the diversity in school type by states where schools 

were initially split into six stratum - the Gymnasium, Hauptschule, Realschule 

Gesamtschule, Schule mit mehreren Bildungsgängen (‘schools with multiple learning 

pathways’ excluding the academic track) as well as schools which provided Grade 5 and 

not Grade 9 education. This explicit stratification, was in addition to sampling for states, 

regional classification and organizing institution (Blossfeld et al., 2011, p. 60). Students 

who were at a vocational school or who were at a school primarily taught in a second-

language were excluded from the sample. The NEPS data collection also involved 

explicit sampling of students in special schools. Throughout each wave, schools 

withdrew from participating in the project or students moved schools and they were 

individually tracked. Students and parents also withdrew periodically from the study as 

well. 
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Table 3.4  Stage 3 NEPS sample 
   

Wave 1 Parents who participated in survey (N) 3824 

2010 Parent participation rate to overall (%) 69.7 

 Proportion of parents who participated with a university 

education* (%) 

31.3 

 Proportion of parents with a child at the Gymnasium (%) 46.5 

Wave 2 Parents who participated in survey (N) 3405 

2011 Parent participation rate to overall (%) 66.1 

 Proportion of parents who participated with a university 

education (%) 

34.1 

 Proportion of parents with a child at the Gymnasium % 49.8 

Wave 3 Parents who participated in survey (N) 3879 

2012 Parent participation rate to overall (% 59.3 

 Proportion of mothers who undertook survey (%) 83.9 

 Proportion of parents who participated with a university 

education (%) 

34.9 

 Proportion of parents with a child at the Gymnasium (%) 53.9 

Wave 4 Parents who participated in survey (N) 3324 

2013 Parent participation rate to overall (%) 55.3 

 Proportion of mothers who undertook survey (%) 84.0 

 Proportion of parents who participated with a university 

education (%) 

35.9 

 Proportion of parents with a child at the Gymnasium (%) 53.7 

Wave 5 

2014 

Parents who participated in survey  NA 

Wave 6 Parents who participated in survey (N) 2392 

2015 Parent participation rate to overall (%) 47.1 

 Proportion of mothers who participated in survey (%) 86.2 

 Proportion of parents who participated with a university 

education (%) 

37.6 

 Proportion of parents with a child at the Gymnasium (%) 56.1 

Wave 7 

2016 

Parents who participated in survey  NA 

Source and notes: NEPS Stage 3 dataset, parents of children who were attending special 
schools excluded. * University defined as ISCED 5A and 6 level 
educational attainment. NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. 

 

Overall the NEPS dataset contains an overrepresentation of parents with children in 

the Gymnasium. The increased tendency of some families, more than others, to 

respond to the voluntary NEPS questionnaire reflects the bias inbuilt into much 

educational research. It is typically those families with higher levels of cultural and 

economic capital who show a greater willingness to participate, whereas the 

perspectives of those from less advantaged socio-economic groups are often absent. It 
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is also an important dataset as it is one that has been crafted specifically with the 

German parents in mind, as opposed to an add-on. 

 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, despite the impression internationally that 

the German system is the traditional tripartite system, it has in fact recently undergone 

significant transformational structural changes which have opened up secondary 

school pathways for young people and diversified the range of schools to choose from. 

No state indeed operates the tri-partite (Gymnasium, Realschule and Hauptschule) 

system any longer (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2014). One proviso 

attached to the usage of NEPS is that any direct comparisons between German states 

using the datasets is in breach of the data use agreement. In adherence with this policy, 

this study has generated its own method of grouping the states together by their 

provision of secondary schooling. This method provides a way to differentiate the data 

without identifying states individually. This is a similar approach to that adopted by a 

report of nation-wide educational outcomes in Germany (‘Chancenspiegel’) regularly 

released which groups states by performance on various metrics associated with equity 

including ability to integrate, transmissibility through the system, and award of 

certificates (Berkemeyer, Bos, Hermstein, Abendroth & Semper, 2017). Grouping the 

German states by a common metric provides scope to explore the differentiation 

between states, while not highlighting any poor or strong performance.  

 

The categorization used for NEPS data in this study has been developed using the 

statistics of general schooling available from the German Federal Statistical Office for 

the year 2016/2017. Relevant websites were also consulted to provide an up-to-date 

picture of the distinct design of secondary schools in each state. Where appropriate, 

three categories to describe the differences in the state provision of secondary 
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schooling are used when analysing NEPS data– 1. Two-track pathway model, 2. 

Extended pathway model, 3. Three-tier pathway model.  

 

1. German states grouped into the ‘Two-track pathway model’ include Berlin, 

Bremen, Hamburg. These states, on the whole, only provide two secondary 

schools for families and students to choose from – the Gymnasium (over eight 

years) or the comprehensive secondary school.  

2. The ‘Extended pathway model’ includes states such as Brandenberg and 

Sachsen Anhalt that provide a breadth of secondary schools to choose from. 

Student enrolments are found across schools with multi-track pathways, 

comprehensives, Gymnasien and single-track schools. 

3. The ‘Three-tier pathway model’ has been used rather the ‘tripartite model’, as 

no German state organizes their schools system by only the three separate 

schools with single track pathways anymore. ‘Three-tier pathway model’ is 

symbolic of the fact that these states have three main secondary schools (the 

Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium) to choose from which are located in 

a hierarchical arrangement to one another. States included in the three-tier 

pathway model are Baden Württemburg and Bayern. It should be noted that 

many states in this category have in fact implemented various reforms, 

including comprehensive and multi-track provision as well. Therefore their 

model of secondary school provision does not only include the three school 

types. 

 

The developed categories provide an ability to differentiate the NEPS data according to 

their education system design. They are only used when reporting on the NEPS data. 
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Figure 3.3 depicts these classification of state education systems using a map of 

Germany.  

 

Figure 3.3  German states by the school structural typology used for NEPS analysis 

 

Source and notes: Groupings derived from German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), 

Statistics of schools of general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ 

 

https://www.destatis.de/
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Limitations of the data collections used in this methodological approach 

A qualitative approach was unable to be undertaken within the scope of this study. This 

study mostly relies on large-scale datasets to analyze the perspective and educational 

strategies of parents in both Australia and Germany. There are three key limitations to 

the data sets use within this methodological approach which are briefly discussed 

below.  

 

Firstly, all datasets used in this study contain self-reported data from students and their 

parents. Self-reported data is advantageous for transnational projects such as PISA or 

TIMSS, as it can be easily collected and analyzed (Soland, Hamilton & Stecher, 2013). 

Research also establishes that ‘people are quite good at assessing their own character’ 

(Reeves, Venator & Howard, 2014, p. 13). Yet the use of self-reported data has its 

limitations, including issues around item interpretation, the literacy demands on 

respondents, social desirability bias, cultural bias, and reference group bias (individuals 

comparing themselves to others that they know) (Egalite, Mills & Greene, 2016; Soland 

et al., 2013). Individuals may answer in a way that they would like to be seen or 

perceived, rather than how they indeed think or feel. Therefore, all conclusions that 

can be drawn from the data files are necessarily provisional or tentative ones.  

 

Secondly, analysis using the transnational data collections typically requires that 

appropriate weighting is applied when reporting on results from the student surveys 

and achievement tests in a comparative way. This study has a focus on using the data 

collected from parents, which methodologically are constructed as supplementary 

datasets to the student data. As it is impossible to know the base sample of families, it 

is impossible to derive an accurate weight for analysis of the parent datasets. This study 

uses these datasets with this limitation in mind and findings are circumspect.  
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Thirdly, a limitation of all the datasets is that they contain a significant gender bias. It 

was much more likely that mothers filled out the questionnaire or responded to the 

phone survey concerning their child’s schooling than the male guardian. Every dataset 

is in the majority constituted from information supplied by the female guardian. Close 

to three in four (71.3 per cent) of respondents in the German PISA parent data are 

mothers. Close to nine in ten (87.1 per cent) respondents in TIMSS German data are 

mothers, whereas the proportion in Australia was 67.9 per cent. Between 83.9 per cent 

and 86.2 per cent within the NEPS Stage 3 parent sample over various waves are the 

female guardian. It would be remiss not to acknowledge that the female guardian’s 

perspective is the dominant parental perspective captured here. This aligns with 

researchers who find that mothers take on most of the labour associated with their 

child’s schooling (Griffith & Smith, 2005). This finding alone suggests that in general 

women continue to play the main role in the upbringing of children and family life, and 

are more often than not serving as the main contact person bridging home and school. 

 

Other sources of data 

Census and administrative data concerning schooling are used throughout the study to 

provide a broader perspective to family movement within the system in either context. 

These administrative collections provide a different vantage point by which to 

approach the research questions. The datasets accessed in each context are itemised 

in Table 3.5.  
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Table 3.5  Sources of administrative data used in each country 
Country Data source 

Australia The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

 The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA) 

 NSW Government, Department of Education, 

Statistics Unit, Centre for Education Statistics 

and Evaluation. 

 Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority; 

NSW Education Standards Authority 

Germany The Federal Statistical Office/the Gemeinsames 

Neues Statistisches Information-System 

(GENESIS)-Online 

 Standing Conference of the Ministers of 

Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in 

the Federal Republic of Germany (KMK) 

 

As well as drawing on big datasets to contextualize each nation’s education system and 

family strategies, this study regularly draws on media reporting. Examples from the 

media capture the manner in which education and schooling is discussed colloquially 

amongst families and wider society. Drawing on these sources of media provides a 

contemporary voice to families and their strategies in-situ, as opposed to the fairly 

anonymized picture provided within large-scale collections. The media are key to the 

shaping and formation of public concerns. The sources of media complement the range 

of data this study draws on. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has briefly described the methodological approach which informs its 

comparative research design. Throughout various datasets will be called upon to test 

its research questions. No one dataset is used specifically, instead various datasets are 

used to provide a rich contextual perspective of both education systems. Yet the 

strength of using various datasets is that they provide a differentiated picture of each 

country’s education system, as well as the parental expectations and strategies. These 
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datasets have not been used previously within a similar comparative study. This 

methodological approach has certain limitations, namely that the parent data cannot 

be accurately weighted, the data is built on self-reported information and it is 

predominately information collected from female guardians. The research questions 

are addressed with these methodological limitations kept in mind. Other sources of 

data are drawn on to counterbalance the limitations of the quantitative transnational 

data, including administrative data as well as the media reporting. The examples taken 

from the media develop a more variegated representation of parental perspectives in 

both contexts.  
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 Structured choice within the German education 

system 
 

This chapter explores the structures of schooling at a national level that German 

families subsequently negotiate in their local context. Germany is internationally 

regarded as maintaining a tracked and segmented education system with complex and 

rigid secondary school pathways. With this perception, it would seem difficult for 

parents to mobilize school choice, a key strategy of educational advantage. What is less 

well known is that as a result of many reforms instigated over previous decades, the 

German education system has never been as open and flexible as it is today (Baumert 

& Maaz, 2010). The loosening of boundaries has opened up arrangements, and 

pathways towards higher forms of educational attainment have widened.  

 

Starting with a brief account of the PISA shock, a moment that has had a profound 

impact on Germany, this chapter goes on to look at the expectations of German families 

when it comes their child’s schooling. The chapter takes an historical perspective, by 

no means complete, to outline differences in German schooling in place today that 

continue to facilitate various structured pathways. Nowadays families confront 

structures of schooling which may be quite new to them, requiring them to make 

choices that were not available to previous generations. A new territory has opened 

up, producing interesting trends at a national level that provide insight into how 

parents and their children are negotiating this new environment. 

 

Although there are clear sorting mechanisms in place within the system, families are 

not without agency. This chapter reflects the changed provision of schooling that 

German families encounter and the respective reforms which have altered the 
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‘structured choices’ they are able to make. In the majority of states, students are sorted 

into various school pathways at the end of Grade 4, via a process known as the 

‘Schulempfehlung’ which is translated into English as the ‘school recommendation’. 

The school recommendation necessitates family consultation. Whether the family or 

the primary school has the final say concerning which secondary school pathway the 

child follows is a matter of which state they live in. Data suggest that more families 

than ever position their children to undertake the Abitur. This is now firmly viewed as 

the school-leaving certificate with the greatest currency in terms of further education, 

training and the jobs market. This is an interesting development for a country which is 

one of the few internationally that continues to offer multiple school-leaving 

certificates with only some leading to university pathways. 

 

The following discussion examines major trends in the German school system in light 

of the increasing interest of parents in higher forms of educational attainment. The 

analysis will focus specifically on the structural changes and how these influence the 

practice of choice. These are the growing number of students in the Gymnasien, 

development of the Gesamtschulen (or ‘comprehensive schools’) and the diminishing 

Hauptschulen. An interesting feature to emerge from the shifting nature of the German 

educational system as it is perceived and utilised by parents has been the growth of 

private schooling, a major educational strategy of advantage in other countries that has 

hitherto played only a very small role within German education. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of how the generalized level of anxiety for families concerning the 

quality of their education system coupled with the reforms that have brought a degree 

of uncertainty to the system are key explanatory factors increasing the propensity of 

families to use the strategies of choice available to them.  
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PISA shock  

The data driven approach of transnational educational assessments such as PISA has 

shattered the illusion of a meritocratic school system, where everyone could succeed 

on the strength of his or her individual abilities. Statistics exposed disparities and 

inequalities that urgently needed to be addressed and strengthened the resolve to 

instigate reforms (Geißler, 2004; Maaz, Baumert & Trautwein, 2010). PISA 2000 in 

particular had a widespread impact in Germany because of its disastrous performance 

in comparison to the other OECD member states who took part (Klieme, Artelt, Hartig, 

Jude, Köller, Prenzel, Schneider & Stanat, 2010). In no other country, besides 

Switzerland, was the difference in student achievement between the top and bottom 

quarter so distinctly pronounced (Geißler & Weber-Menges, 2010; OECD, 2001). 

Subsequent PISA surveys showed that the ‘brutal’ selective system in operation was in 

fact detrimental to the achievement of German students overall, and most shocking 

was the poor comparative performance of students in the elite and prestigious 

Gymnasium when compared to other students across the world (Bude, 2011; Solga & 

Becker, 2012). This is captured appropriately by the expression ‘PISA shock’ which sums 

up the collective disbelief at this time. Yet it is worth noting that the poor performance 

of the education system in terms of measures of equity and quality were hardly new 

revelations. Pivotal German sociologists such as Dahrendorf were talking in the 1960s 

about the inequalities of opportunities inherent in the German education system and 

how it was essential for all people to have a right to an education as a function of their 

rights as a citizen (Dahrendorf, 1965; 1967a). Nevertheless PISA reporting brought 

about a different intensity to the anxiety felt by many Germans concerning their 

nation’s education system. Researchers reflect that in no other time since the 1960s 

had the term ‘educational emergency’ been so readily thrown around (Deckert-

Peaceman, 2005; Geißler & Weber-Menges, 2010).  
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In direct response to the poor PISA performance, key structural reforms were 

undertaken in the German education system. It should be said that many state 

education systems were already in the midst of radical transformations following the 

reunification of the East and West states (Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013a). Therefore in 

some states, reforms already well underway were bound up and enacted alongside 

reforms undertaken as a consequence of PISA. The decade following the release of PISA 

2000 reportedly was experienced by some involved in schools as ‘years of chaos’ 

(Fueller, 2011). PISA shock involved teachers, students and policymakers, but its impact 

on families is crucial to this study. Reports suggest that uncertainties grew amongst 

parents in this period, as trust in the public education system was eroded (Fueller, 

2011). Bude’s ‘Educational Panic’ describes how many families grew anxious in that 

they did not want to see their children as the losers as the result of educational reforms 

(Bude, 2011, p.21). This chapter starts with PISA shock as it is a significant turning point 

in creating the environment of schooling apparent today. PISA shock and contemporary 

reforms have transformed how German families engage with the structures of 

schooling and have changed the terms in which they have been able to mobilize 

strategies such as choice. 

 

Differentiated expectations of German families 

Expectations are important in any consideration of parental strategies. They frame the 

parameters of status contest as well as the outcome that families seek for their 

children. Figure 4.1 draws on TIMSS data to compare the expectations for their child’s 

highest formal education attainment for parents of Grade 4 students in Germany and 

Australia. Grade 4 is a particularly important stage for students within many German 



91 
 

states (as seen in Figure 3.3). In most German states, Grade 4 is the transition point 

from primary school into lower secondary schooling, with the exception of students in 

Berlin and Brandenburg where primary school continues until the end of the Grade 6 

(the same age of transition found in most Australian states). Therefore the expectations 

that parents of Grade 4 students have are of particular importance and decisiveness in 

the German context with families already engaging intensively with educational 

pathways management within the vertically tracked system (Gresch, Maaz, Becker & 

McElvany, 2012).  

 

The line graph accompanying Figure 4.1 signifies the International Standard 

Classification of Education (ISCED) levels of the adult population (aged 25-64 years) in 

Germany which is derived from OECD data. Germany as with many other nations is 

experiencing credential creep. Upward mobility is anticipated to be a feature of the 

expectations that parents invest in their own children according to current educational 

attainment in the adult population. Figure 4.1 shows that German families differ in their 

expectations of schooling when compared to Australian families. It appears that 

German families do not have the singular focus on the attainment of a university-level 

qualification evident in Australia. Instead the expectations that German families have 

for their child’s education are suggestive of the desirability of multiple pathways, as 

opposed to a narrow tertiary focus. This can be partly attributed to the manner in which 

various post-schooling pathways are augmented by the renowned vocational 

education and training sector with strong interconnection between education, industry 

and occupation. One in five German families would like their children to complete a 

short-cycle tertiary option, which in the German context involves students completing 

an occupational qualification and a university entrance qualification simultaneously. 

Over one third of German families would like their child to attain a university-
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equivalent education level (Bachelor or Postgraduate), which is actually fairly low when 

compared internationally. This is noticeable in relation to Australian families where 

over two-thirds aspire for their children to complete either a Bachelor or Postgraduate 

degree (69.3 per cent). 

  

Figure 4.1 Parent expectation of their child’s education level (TIMSS 2015) and 

the highest education level of adults in Germany aged 25-64 by ISCED 

2011 (%) 

 

Source and notes: TIMSS 2015 parent data. Adult population attainment derived from 

OECD Education at a Glance 2017 (OECD 2017a). 

 

Many German families expect that their child will finish upper secondary education 

(27.4 per cent) and obtain the school-leaving certificate (the Abitur or its equivalent) 

as their highest form of educational attainment. A significant proportion—just under 

half (46 per cent) of the adult population aged 25-64—have this level of educational 

qualification as their highest attainment. The high proportion of families identifying this 

as the preferred educational outcome for their child is a unique feature of the German 

1.7

27.4

7.7

20.9

15.4

26.8

0.9

12.3

8.1
9.3

55.9

13.4

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Finish Lower
secondary

Finish Upper
secondary

Finish Post-
secondary , non-

tertiary

Finish Short-cycle
tertiary

Finish Bachelor’s or 
equivalent

Finish Postgraduate
degree

P
e

r 
ce

n
t

Germany Australia German 25-64 population ISCED levels



93 
 

education system. Not all young people in Germany achieve the upper secondary 

school-leaving certificate known as the Abitur when they finish secondary school. 

German students are channelled into other pathways quite early on which award other 

school-leaving certificates, which are not all equivalent to the Abitur. Therefore 

German families continue to invest in the Abitur as a marker of status and educational 

attainment in its own right. 

  

Formation of the school system within Germany 

The formation of the education system in Germany is unique in relation to other nation 

states. The development of the school system occurred prior to the modern era, which 

transformed social and economic structures to align with industrialization and global 

trade (Dahrendorf, 1967b). As a consequence, the German schooling system is 

regarded as a significant holder of culture, social capital and prestige (Ringer, 1979). 

The breadth of educational pathways on offer within the German context is a 

longstanding feature of the system. Since the 19th century, Germany has been 

recognized worldwide due to the efficient rationalization it pursued in its higher 

education and secondary school delivery model (Ringer, 1979). It was the first nation 

to standardize relatively diverse patterns of schooling which had formed sporadically 

to serve local need. The rationalization was instigated by the (at that time) large 

German state of Prussia which in its early development of bureaucracy specified 

educational requirements for every level of position, which required the systematic 

development of the education system to serve this need (Shavit & Müller, 1998).  

 

Ringer using Müller’s work describes how Prussia transformed ‘delimited and 

functionally inter-related’ schools into a highly structured system where ‘the 
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boundaries between different types of secondary institutions were more sharply 

drawn, curricula and graduate qualifications were meticulously specified; and the 

functional relationships among the different parts of the total system were fully 

articulated’ (Ringer, 1987, p. 6). The stratified system of education put in place at this 

time, ‘has since been extended and modified but by no means replaced’ (Ringer, 1987, 

p. 6). These historical factors carry forward and inform the explicit hierarchy of schools 

and school-leaving certificates which are found in the system today.  

 

The persistence of the secondary school-certificate hierarchy  

The primary school (‘Grundschule’) offers a common four year program in most states 

and there is no formal streaming of students. Families typically send their children to 

the local school, which, as with other countries, is largely differentiated by the socio-

economic and cultural characteristics of the local community. Some German 

researchers are starting to identify instances where families are mobilizing choice at 

the primary level, particularly in large cities such as Berlin or Wuppertal (Noreisch, 

2007; Riedel, Schneider, Schuchart & Weishaupt, 2010). Noreisch (2007) looked at how 

Berlin families choose primary schools with an ethnic mix that corresponds to their own 

background. Similar divisions occur in Wuppertal, a city in North-Rhine Westphalia, 

where advantaged families avoid schools which contain high numbers of immigrant 

families (Riedel et al., 2010). Research does not suggest that these practices at the 

primary level are widespread nationally. 

 

The German school system starts to function as a ‘sorting machine’ in the lower and 

upper secondary years (Schneider & Tieben, 2011). As opposed to a more integrated 

or comprehensive school system which leaves students together in the same open 
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pathway for as long as possible, the majority of German states track students into 

various learning pathways from the start of Grade 5. Different secondary schools lead 

to different school-leaving certificates. These ‘tracks’ take varying lengths of time to 

complete and provide different opportunities. The education system’s segmented 

design is purportedly designed to support those who are weaker, while extending the 

students who are academically ‘gifted’ within ‘pedagogically legitimated’ homogenous 

learning groups (Solga & Wagner, 2008). One state describes this as ‘the carefully 

planned school system’ which ‘offers ever child a type of secondary school that is fitting 

for his/her gifts and talents’ (Ministerium für Kultus Jugend und Sport Baden-

Württemberg, 2006, p. 6). But this is effectively much more than a model catering for 

so-called ‘individual needs’. Indeed the formal stratification first established by the 

Prussian state has proved a lasting legacy strikingly evident in today’s hierarchy of 

school-leaving certificates.    

 

History also marks the hierarchy of German secondary schools in another way. Their 

design is based on the policies of the German states. The exact name of each school-

leaving certificate and the schools that deliver them are unique to each state. Each 

state sets its own requirements although there is some regulation of minimum 

standards enforced for each certificate across Germany (Stanat, Böhme,  Schipolowki 

& Haag, 2016). There are generally distinct learning streams and tracks of subjects 

within each certificate, variously based on science, mathematics, language or other 

subject groupings. The main school-leaving certificates that students work towards are 

the: 

  

 Hauptschulabschluss (qualification certificate achieved by a graduate of a 

Hauptschule or equivalent after the 9th year of schooling) 
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 Mittlerer Reife (qualification certificate delivered after the 10th year of 

schooling in either a comprehensive, Realschule, Gymnasium, or equivalent). 

 Allgemeine Hochschulreife/Abitur (qualification certificate of the upper 

secondary years delivered at the Gymnasium, comprehensive or equivalent 

that entitles the holder to study at university) 

 

There are other qualifications as well, including the Berufsqualifizierender 

Abschluss/Fachhochschulreife, and the Fachgebundene Hochschulreife which are 

more vocationally specific. Despite the breadth of pathways on offer within the 

German system, some students fall between the cracks. In 2014, 5.8 per cent of 

students left school without even obtaining the Hauptschulabschluss (Autorengruppen 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016, p. 273). Over half (54.4 per cent) of students who 

leave the school system without any form of formal qualification are found within 

Förderschulen or ‘special schools’ (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016, 

p. 273). 

 

The school recommendation or ‘Schulempfehlung’ 

German families negotiate what might be characterized as a structured choice 

concerning their child’s schooling pathway – that is to say, a choice in response to the 

options the system makes available to them. The primary mechanism traditionally used 

to allocate students into the various lower secondary school pathways is via a 

‘recommendation’ that families receive when their child is in the final year of primary 

school. The school recommendation operates differently in each jurisdiction, and there 

is no nationally consistent process. Up until the 1950s, the pathways decision was 

purely based on student achievement on formal assessment (Dustmann, 2004). 
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Student achievement still plays a substantial part in the recommendation today. In 

some states, parents have the ultimate say in choosing their child’s secondary school. 

In others, the primary school teacher’s recommendation is binding. Some states specify 

that the teachers and parents make the school choice together. Regardless of who has 

the main responsibility for choosing the school, the first two years of secondary 

education (Grade 5 and Grade 6) are largely seen as a ‘time trial’ or orientation when 

movement between schools and tracked pathways is common (Dustmann, 2004).  

 

Although the school recommendation is nominally based on evidence of student 

achievement, family socio-economic background is very influential. German studies 

consistently show that the more educationally advantaged the family, the higher a 

student’s chance of being recommended for and enrolled in a Gymnasium, even when 

achievement indicators are controlled (Helbig & Gresch, 2013; Schneider & Tieben, 

2011). NEPS data enables similar patterns to be identified. The school type that the 

child is recommended for in the NEPS study was transformed into a variable where the 

Gymnasium was the highest and the Hauptschule the lowest, based on the relative 

prestige of their school-leaving certificates. Chi-square analysis confirms an association  

between the school recommendation given to their child and the parents’ own level of 

education, χ2(12) = 496.45, p = <0.01. Over two-thirds of parents with a tertiary 

qualification report that their child received a recommendation to attend the 

Gymnasium. By contrast, students who were from families with lower formal 

educational attainment were mostly recommended to attend a Realschule or 

Hauptschule.  

 

There is much to suggest that anxiety increases during the transition from primary into 

secondary school, where families feel that ‘there is much at stake’ (Otto, 2011). 
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Families even describe a fear of ‘failure’ during the time that the school 

recommendation is provided (Grossbongardt, 2011). The anxiety experienced by some 

German families is not without foundation. Although both upward and downward 

mobility between secondary school pathways is possible, particularly during the 

orientation stage, the Bildung in Deutschland (‘Education in Germany’) report finds 

school reorientation is typically downward (Autorengruppen 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016). Parents are warned about contesting or rejecting the 

recommendation given by the school. This is illustrated by a state ministry information 

brochure - ‘wrong decisions on an educational career, based on an unrealistic 

evaluation of the chances of success, can be a heavy burden on the child, diminishing 

its motivation, causing behavioural disorders and even leading to a deformation of its 

personality’ (Ministerium für Kultus Jugend und Sport Baden-Württemberg, 2006, p. 

4). Yet Tiedemann and Billmann-Machecha (2010) have shown that advantaged 

families, have the increased tendency where possible, to reject the school 

recommendation and choose their preferred school anyway. 

 

Decades ago the different school leaving certificates were seen as determining the level 

of mobility, perceived as essentially ‘fixing both the beginning level of a career and its 

upper limits’ (Müller, 1987, p. 23). It is still true today that the Abitur casts a long 

shadow on all possibilities (Wippermann et al., 2013, p. 85). The Abitur is regarded by 

families as the certificate which has the strongest technical and social status and 

prestige. It provide a strong access point to occupational structures and the jobs 

market, and the Abitur facilitates access to most university courses. Not only this, the 

Abitur increasingly provides an entry point for students to be selected into the 

prestigious or highly sought after dual system apprenticeships which combine training 
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in a company with part-time study (Schneider & Tieben, 2011; Shavit & Müller, 1998; 

Solga, Protsch, Ebner & Brzinsky-Fay, 2014). 

 

NEPS reports the views of families with Grade 5 students concerning which school-

leaving certificate improves the likelihood that their child will receive a similar or better 

job than their own job. In other words, their child’s prospects of upward mobility as a 

result of their secondary school attainment.  Table 4.1 disaggregates the level of 

agreement to the occupational prospects of each school-leaving certificate by the 

state’s model of secondary schooling defined in Chapter 3. To recall, a categorization 

of states will be used with NEPS analysis to be able to differentiate the data without 

identifying states individually (see p. 81). States have been grouped into three 

categories – 1. Two-track pathway model, 2. Extended pathway model, 3. Three-tier 

pathway model to signify the choices that families have available to them when their 

children are in the secondary years. Across all states and their models of educational 

provision, the school-leaving certificate regarded as opening up the strongest 

possibility of upward mobility is the Abitur. Over nine in ten parents across all states 

see this certificate as ‘rather’ or ‘very good’ in providing their child with the opportunity 

to gain a similar or better job than their own. German parents do not have as much 

confidence in the occupational reward of the other school-leaving certificates. The 

school-leaving certificate from the Realschule are regarded more positively by families 

than the school-leaving certificate from the Hauptschule. Over one-third of German 

families rate the Realschule leaving certificate as ‘rather’ or ‘very good’ with providing 

their children with upward mobility. Families who have a breadth of secondary schools 

to choose from within states that have the ‘extended pathways’ model are most 

favourable (47.1 per cent) towards the Realschule leaving certificate. 
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Table 4.1 Likelihood of student maintaining a similar or better job as their 
parents by attainment of the school-leaving certificate by state 
categorization, 2011 (%)  

Very  
poor 

Rather 
poor 

Partly Rather 
good 

Very good 

1. Two-track pathway model 

Leaving certificate of the 
Hauptschule 

50.5 26.8 12.0 2.7 7.9 

Leaving certificate of the 
Realschule 

14.0 20.5 31.8 23.3 10.3 

Leaving certificate of the 
Gymnasium 

0.0 0.0 7.2 29.7 63.1 

2. Extended pathway model 

Leaving certificate of the 
Hauptschule 

39.1 30.0 13.8 9.1 8.0 

Leaving certificate of the 
Realschule 

11.0 13.0 28.9 33.4 13.7 

Leaving certificate of the 
Gymnasium 

0.0 0.8 4.2 28.7 66.3 

3. Three-tier pathway model 

Leaving certificate of the 
Hauptschule 

39.1 31.5 15.2 6.6 7.6 

Leaving certificate of the 
Realschule 

14.0 20.5 31.8 23.3 10.3 

Leaving certificate of the 
Gymnasium 

0.3 0.7 4.3 30.9 63.9 

Source and notes: NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Students at special 
schools excluded. 

 

Parents perceive a low chance of upward mobility from the successfully attainment of 

the Hauptschule leaving certificate. More than half of parents who are in states 

grouped as the two-track pathway model (50.5 per cent) perceive that upward mobility 

for students with the Hauptschule leaving certificate are ‘very poor’. Families in these 

states only choose between a Gymnasium or a comprehensive school. Students in 

these systems have more opportunities to take part in upper-secondary education and 

reach a higher level of attainment by virtue of this more inclusive style of provision. 

Consequently families have a diminished confidence in the convertibility of the 

Hauptschule leaving certificate in the labour market. Although confidence in the 

Hauptschule leaving certificate is not higher within the other states. The lack of 

confidence amongst families is particularly concerning in states where a proportion of 
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students are educated in schools which are the equivalent to the Hauptschulen. Over 

two-thirds (70.6 per cent) of families who reside in states which maintain the 

Hauptschule as a standalone school, rate the Hauptschule leaving certificate as 

providing ‘very poor’ or ‘rather poor’ job opportunities.  

 

The evident lack of confidence that families have in the Hauptschule leaving certificate 

is a distinct change in the German education system. The system was set up so that the 

Hauptschule and Realschule school-certificates were augmented by the highly 

regarded vocational education and training sector with strong interconnections 

between education, industry and occupation. Students who attained the Hauptschule 

leaving certificate were once seen as holders of the main entry ticket for vocational 

education as they were able to obtain a dual system apprenticeship without difficulty 

(Protsch, 2014; Solga et al., 2014). The lack of confidence that parents feel concerning 

the Hauptschule school-leaving certificate may be bound up in the diminishing relative 

access from the lowest ranked school-certificate into the prestigious sections in the 

VET sector such as the dual system. Research has shown that students with the 

Hauptschule leaving certificate are subject to reduced opportunities in the 

‘apprenticeship market’ (Schneider & Tieben, 2011, p. 140). 

 

Recent structural change  

PISA shock was a real impetus for educational reform in Germany. As has been 

emphasized throughout the foregoing discussion, parents are obliged to negotiate 

education systems that are in a continual state of transformation. The past two decades 

have seen very significant changes in the provision of schooling in Germany, including 

the transition of the Gymnasium into a school for the masses, the growth in secondary 
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schools which offer multiple learning pathways (as opposed to single-track schools), 

the decline of student enrolment in the Hauptschule and the increase in families 

choosing a private school for their child. These structural changes and their 

interconnection with choice practices amongst families will be the focus of the 

remainder of this chapter. They do not reflect all aspects of the reform occurring within 

German schooling in past decades, but they are good representations of how structural 

changes recalibrate choice practices amongst families.  

 

1. The Gymnasium an ‘elite’ school for the masses? 

It is impossible to understand the structures of schooling that exist in Germany without 

the Gymnasium. All other school types both now and historically were largely built as 

an accommodation to the Gymnasium’s institutional boundaries. The Gymnasium is an 

educationally sacred site, a school that is historically known for serving the ruling elite 

or the ‘Bildungsbürgertum’ (or ‘educated classes’) (Gramsci & Buttigieg, 1992). The 

school has strong interconnections to the German concept of ‘Bildung’ and 

characterizes itself as providing students with a well-rounded education founded upon 

Greco-humanist ideals (Bourdieu, 1986). One commentator describes the Gymnasium 

as having a hold on German identity, ‘like the Dachshund, the sausage and the beer 

purity law’ (Dahlkamp, Friedmann & Verbeet, 2009).  

 

More families than ever are able to secure for their child a place in the Gymnasium, as 

shown in the enrolment of students across different secondary school types in 

Germany from 1998/99 to 2016/17 (Table 4.2). The majority of students in 2016/17 are 

in the eight-year Gymnasium (35.6 per cent), additionally 9.4 per cent are enrolled in 

the nine-year Gymnasium. The distinction between the two models is discussed later. 
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Overall there is a growth rate of 4.6 per cent in the enrolment proportion of students 

in a Gymnasium between 1998/99 and 2016/17, which is only part of a wider trend.  

 
Table 4.2 Overall student enrolments across the different secondary school 

types in Germany in 1998/99 and 2016/17 (Ns and %)  
Ns Per cent 

 
1998/99 2016/17 1998/99 2016/17 

Hauptschulen 1,097,978 427,674 20.0 8.5 

Multi-track schools (‘Schularten 

mit mehreren Bildungsgängen’) 

385,844 520,145 7.0 10.4 

Realschulen 1,247,635 852,514 22.7 17.0 

Gymnasien (G9) 2,223,398 468,275 40.4 9.4 

Gymnasien (G8)  0 1,784,693 0.0 35.6 

Integrated comprehensive 

schools (‘Integrierte 

Gesamtschulen’) 

548,349 952,986 10.0 19.0 

TOTAL 5,503,204 5,006,287 100 100 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of 
general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ 

 

Initially a school that served the very few, the Gymnasium’s traditional status as an 

‘elite school’ has been eroded as its enrolment proportion grows year-to-year 

(Schneider & Tieben, 2011). In 1960, 17 per cent of Grade 8 students in Germany 

enrolled in the Gymnasium, while the same proportion of students in the Hauptschule 

or its equivalent was 72 per cent (Solga & Dombrowski, 2009, p. 60). Table 4.2 shows 

that the Gymnasium has now taken over as the school that serves the majority of 

students. In 1998/99 one in five German students attended Hauptschulen (20 per cent), 

and in 2016/17 the proportion had dropped even further to under one in ten (8.5 per 

cent). The upward enrolment trend in the Gymnasien and the downward trend for 

Hauptschulen enrolments can be attributed in part to the changing social demand for 

school-leaving certificates and parent perceptions of their relative worth discussed 

earlier. 
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The Gymnasien have successfully continued to hold, what was described by Bourdieu 

three decades ago, as a ‘monopoly on certification’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 80). In every 

state the academic high school continues to prepare students to meet the 

requirements of the Abitur as its sole focus. The Gymnasium offers the ideal 

preparatory environment to undertake the Abitur. The existence of the Gymnasium 

depends on its being able to export academic failure to the other types of secondary 

schooling in Germany which effectively serve as its catch basin. For the Gymnasium to 

thrive, it needs to secure its academic borders or integrity so that it is not overrun. No 

other type of school in Germany has such a controlled learning environment where 

high student achievement is mandatory. The Gymnasium creates in its wake a pool of 

students who cannot cope with its academic demands and are selected out, or dumped 

after entry, including multiple grade repeating. These practices threaten the 

educational aspirations of many families, whilst effectively acting as a ‘safety valve’ to 

the elite educational setting (Dupriez et al., 2008, p. 249). Repeating a grade or 

demotion is a necessary by-product to the hierarchical and tracked education system 

such as Germany, notwithstanding mounting evidence that it is prohibitive to system 

performance (Schleicher, 2018). 

 

Table 4.2 shows how the enrolment proportion in the Gymnasium is split between two 

groups of schools - G8 or G9. This represents whether the Gymnasium delivers the 

Abitur in eight or nine years. Previously successful attainment of the Abitur took nine 

years at secondary school, with the result that young people in Germany finishing 

upper secondary schooling were older in comparison to other countries. The various 

intentions behind shortening the delivery time to the G8 was that it facilitated an 

earlier labour market entry for young people, compensated for the skilled-worker 

shortage and made German university graduates comparable to graduates from other 
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countries (Huebener, Kuger & Marcus, 2018; Kühn, 2015; Marcus & Zambre, 2016). This 

reform changed the institutional environment substantially. States moved differently 

to this model of provision, with some moving to eight years, others remaining with 

nine, and some kept both. On the whole, German parents are unable to choose 

between a nine or eight year pathway as it largely depends on the state in which they 

reside.  

 

This reform did not go unheeded amongst German families. The so-called ‘Turbo-Abi’ 

reportedly left many parents in panic – in addition to students, schools, teachers and 

school authorities (Killus & Tillmann, 2014). Huebener and Marcus reaffirm this and 

suggests that no other reform ‘has been more controversial’ (Huebener & Marcus, 

2015, p. 247). Most critically its impact has not yet been determined (Huebener & 

Marcus, 2015). Students enrolled in the eight year pathway had to undertake the same 

level of instructional hours as those in the nine year pathway, therefore a rise in the 

weekly hours of instruction was required (Killus & Tillmann, 2014). From the parent 

perspective, the Gymnasium’s delivery of the Abitur in eight years - or as it is known as 

the ‘G8’, is the symbol for excessive performance demands (Bude, 2011). Researchers 

have found that the majority of families over consecutive surveys reject the G8 model 

and prefer the G9 (Killus & Tillmann, 2014). Students, teachers and parents reportedly 

feel that the G8 model is too intense and takes away leisure time for students 

(Huebener & Marcus, 2015). The dissatisfaction of families and students with the G8 

model is reflected in the move by many states to return back to the G9 model including 

Schleswig-Holstein, Nordhein-Westfalen and Bayern, with this reform often a key 

election issue (Huebener et al., 2018).  
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One key effect of this reform, is that it differentiates the Abitur delivered in eight years 

at the Gymnasien to the Abitur increasingly delivered in the comprehensive schools 

over nine years. The shortening of the Abitur at the Gymnasium confers an advantage 

to the Abitur delivered in comprehensive schools. Students who undertake the Abitur 

at the Gymnasium (and do not repeat a grade) will be placed on track earlier for post-

school pathways such as tertiary studies or an apprenticeship. The structural reform to 

shorten the learning into eight years, demands more of students and their families who 

wish to undertake the Abitur at the Gymnasium. 

 

2. Growth of schools offering more than one school-leaving certificate 

pathway 

Germany is often singled out in comparative research as having failed to follow the 

historical trend to comprehensive schools during the 20th century, which was so 

transformative within other education systems in Western Europe including the United 

Kingdom and Scandinavia (Schleicher, 2018; Seppánen, 2003; Sherington & Campbell, 

2006; Wilborg, 2010). Whilst other systems undertook reforms to move towards a one 

path model for secondary education, the strength of the tracked provision model 

effectively ensured its preservation in Germany. Additionally, the strong Vocational 

Education and Training (VET) sector encompassed working and middle class families 

and facilitated pathways into well regarded post-school further education and training 

opportunities, particularly the dual-system apprenticeships (Solga et al., 2014). The 

recent development of schools in Germany which facilitate a more comprehensive style 

of educational provision is not entirely new. Some of the former Eastern states already 

had comprehensive-style schools within the Soviet influenced education systems 

(Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013a, 2013b; Ertl & Phillips, 2000; Hahn, 1998). Upon 
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reunification in 1990, the Eastern states were under pressure to transform their social 

and economic systems, and school reform was demanded quickly. Regardless many 

states did not develop single-track schools such as the Hauptschulen and retained 

features of comprehensive style secondary schooling instead (Kleine, Birnbaum, 

Zielonka, Doll & Blossfeld, 2010; Leuze & Solga, 2013).  

 

In the post-PISA shock environment, many German states reinstigated the 

development of secondary schools which offer a more comprehensive style provision. 

They represent a new frontier of choice for many families. The 2016 Education in 

Germany report suggests that the number of students who attended schools with more 

than one educational pathway have increased from 2006 where enrolments were 

700,000, while now students number 1.1 million (Autorengruppen 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016, p.7). The key difference between the comprehensive 

school or a school with multi-track pathways is found in the school-leaving certificates 

that they prepare young people to undertake (Schneider & Tieben, 2011). 

Comprehensive schools are able to prepare students to meet the requirements to 

achieve the Abitur. Schools with multi-track pathways provide opportunities for 

students to attain either the Hauptschule-equivalent leaving certificate or the Mittlere 

Reife (which is also known as the school leaving certificate from a school which is 

equivalent to the Realschule).  

 

Figure 4.2 shows the enrolment of German students in school types classified as either 

a Gesamtschule or Schulen mit mehreren Bildungsgängen. It illustrates there are a 

number of states which continue with fairly low numbers of students in 

comprehensive-styled school types due to their adherence to traditional tracked 

provision of secondary schooling (e.g. Bayern, Baden-Württemberg). In these states the 
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choice of a comprehensive school is largely unavailable to families and students are in 

schools which offer one-track pathways. 

 

Figure 4.2 Proportion of students who are in comprehensive schools or schools 
with multiple learning pathways, 2016/2017 (%) 

 

Source: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of 
general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ 
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The literal translation of the term ‘Gesamtschule’ into English is ‘comprehensive 

school’. These schools, however, do not adhere to strict definitions of a 

‘comprehensive’ school. Mons suggests comprehensive schools should ‘offer a 

relatively common core curriculum that all students follow more or less at the same 

pace until they reach 16 years’ with selection delayed as long as possible (Mons, 2007, 

as cited in Dupriez et al., 2008). Due to the hierarchy of school certificates that sit at 

the foundation of structures of German education, comprehensive schools and schools 

with multi-track pathways need to continue to differentiate curricula for different 

school-leaving certificates pathways. Ultimately the final years still necessitate 

streamed delivery geared towards the attainment of the distinct certificates. 

 

Nevertheless, the growth of enrolment in these schools undoubtedly serves to flatten 

the hierarchical tracked model of provision in Germany. Researchers have shown that 

the increased enrolment in these schools in Germany has widened the access to various 

school-leaving certificates and lifted the proportion of students who have access to a 

higher learning certificate than previously (Baumert & Maaz, 2010; Solga & 

Dombrowski, 2009). Families are able to realize higher educational aspirations through 

these schools. They also provide opportunities to deliver integrated learning programs 

and selection into the tracked pathways according to the school-leaving certificates are 

delayed. Another key advantage of these schools is that families do not have to obtain 

the school recommendation from the primary school, if they choose to send their child 

to a comprehensive school or a school with multi-track provision (German Eurydice 

Unit, 2017, p. 121). This may alleviate the anxiety and pressure families feel at the 

transition point from primary into secondary education.  
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Comprehensive schools exemplify Müller’s perspective that educational developments 

are never created new, but are reorganized and reclassified (Müller, 1987, p. 17). 

Schools with multi-track pathways or comprehensives provide opportunities to families 

who differ from the ‘educational elite’ typically found within the Gymnasien. Education 

in Germany details that multi-track schools cater for a high proportion of intake of 

students with special needs (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016). Using 

parent data, NEPS enables the enrolment profiles of the various school types to be 

mapped by the highest occupation of either parent, as established using the ISEI-08 

scale (Figure 4.3). The ISEI-08 scale is divided into quarters. Those who are in the most 

prestigious occupational positions (such as lawyers or doctors) are found in the top 

quarter, against those who are in the less prestigious jobs (such as cleaners or factory 

workers) in the bottom quarter. Grade 7 is an important year point as this is when all 

students across all states are in the secondary years of schooling and the so-called 

‘orientation stage’ in other states is finished as well.  
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Figure 4.3  Secondary schools by their enrolment profiles, derived from ISEI-08 
in four quartiles, NEPS parent data, 2012 (%) 

 

Source and notes: NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Figures derived from 

parent dataset, 2012 Wave 3. 

 

Figure 4.3 shows that there are various differences in the families found in 

comprehensive schools as opposed to those in the Gymnasien. The Gymnasien draws 

in families with the most prestigious occupations (33.9 per cent in the top quarter and 

31.8 per cent in the third quarter). Parents with the lowest occupational prestige are 

found mostly within the other school types, including comprehensive schools. 

According to the NEPS parental dataset, comprehensive schools have the more evenly 

spread distribution of families from all occupations, suggesting that it has greater social 

inclusion than the Gymnasien. These enrolment profiles show how German families, as 

Bourdieu found in the 1980s, do not move around social spaces in random ways 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Despite changes to the structures of secondary schooling in many 

states, this data suggest that some German families are able to exert control over which 

schools their child attends and continue to find social spaces where the other families 

are similarly advantaged.  
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The schools with multi-track pathways or comprehensive schools serve a significant 

number of German students and their families. They have proven effective in 

facilitating access to higher forms of qualification for German families who may be used 

to a more single-tracked provision within one school. Yet their existence also effectively 

leaves untouched the institutional privileges of the Gymnasium. It is also a learning 

setting that needs to continue to adhere to the tracked model of school-leaving 

certificate in its delivery. The comprehensive school is actually far from operating a 

‘comprehensive’ delivery model, as its student intake is limited by the operation of the 

Gymnasium alongside it within all German states. The Gymnasium is set up in all states 

to be able to export academic failure into the other schools within the system. This 

creates imbalance within the system, as strong academic students are concentrated in 

the Gymnasium while schools with multi-track pathways or comprehensives cater for 

more diversity. 

 

3. The ever-diminishing Hauptschulen 

Enrolment trends show that the Hauptschule has lost its status as the ‘mainstream 

school’ attended by most young people in Germany (Schneider & Tieben, 2011; Solga 

& Dombrowski, 2009). This is an associated effect of the growth in schools offering 

multi-track pathways or comprehensive provision. Their growth has come at the 

expense of schools offering single track certificate pathways, especially the 

Hauptschulen. Currently the enrolment proportions of students in Hauptschulen are 

marginal in the states that continue to offer this discrete pathway. The highest 

enrolment proportion is found in Bayern at 26.3 per cent, while the lowest enrolment 

proportion is in Hessen at 5.5 per cent. Researchers describe how this attrition in 



113 
 

enrolment further worsens the learning conditions at the existing schools (Solga & 

Wagner, 2008). It could be interpreted that families of students in the Hauptschule 

have been unable to exercise a structured choice anywhere else. In general the 

perceptions amongst families concerning the potential for upward mobility gained by 

attainment of the Hauptschule leaving certificate are marginal at best.  

 

Edelstein and Nikolai suggest that ‘the pull of the comprehensive school accelerated 

the development’ where in many states the Hauptschule is now typecast as the ‘rest 

schule’, where the majority of students are from socially disadvantaged families or 

migrant families (Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013b). Bude describes the Hauptschule as a 

survival camp for students (Bude, 2011). This characterization may change with the 

recent refugee intake in Germany, whereby Hauptschulen are playing a key role in 

migrant integration (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016; Olbrisch, 

2016). These depictions suggest that the context of the Hauptschule has undoubtedly 

changed from when it was the school that catered for the majority of young people in 

Germany, to now when it is no longer a desired school pathway. The states that 

continue to offer this school type as a secondary school option market its benefits to 

their prospective parents with vigour within their information brochures. Baden-

Württemberg describe their Hauptschule as ‘a school type with high innovatory 

energy’, whereas the Gymnasium, which does not need to be spruiked to families is 

simply described as ‘offering general education’ (Ministerium für Kultus Jugend und 

Sport Baden-Württemberg, 2006, p. 9). The work that states undertake in ‘rebranding’ 

the Hauptschule, or merging it with other school types is a clear appeal to families to 

consider the school as a viable option, rather than a school to avoid where possible.  
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4. Private schooling in Germany 

The ability of certain families to choose a private school for their children is a commonly 

used educational strategy of advantage adopted by families in other nations. There are 

countless reasons why families may choose a private school for their children but above 

all it demonstrates a lack of confidence with what is on offer in the public school 

system. Traditionally Germany was unique in that there have been fewer families 

compared to other systems making the decision to opt for a private school or ‘Schule 

in freier Trägerschaft’. Relatively advantaged German families were already served by 

early selection into the tracked hierarchical arrangements of secondary schooling. The 

private sector did not need to grow as the social controls built into the institutional 

boundaries and the hierarchy of certificates were enough. Another possible reason as 

to why German families did not use private schooling with such a propensity is that 

legislation curtails the operation of private schools in certain ways. The environment 

for private schooling in Germany is less lucrative than that found in other countries 

such as Australia, with less public subsidization. Private schools in Germany are bound 

by the constitution to not use fees as a method to discriminate entry, therefore they 

do not have the exclusivity of high-fee private schools found elsewhere (Lohmann, 

Spieß & Feldhaus, 2009). Some German private schools, however, find other ways 

around this and collect fees using other ways (Lohmann et al., 2009).  

 

In the post PISA-shock context an increasing enthusiasm amongst Germany families to 

choose a private school is apparent (Klein, 2007; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2015). Table 

4.3 shows the proportion of students found within the private sector across the various 

school types in 2016/17. There is a relatively small proportion of German students 

enrolled in a private primary school when compared to secondary schools. Similar 

patterns are present in other countries, including Australia, where the decision to buy 
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into a private school is often undertaken in the latter years of schooling when the 

curriculum demands intensify. The highest proportion of students is found in private 

Gymnasien (12.0 per cent), followed by Realschulen (11.3 per cent). Out of all the 

secondary schools, the Hauptschulen have the lowest proportion of private school 

enrolment. There is minimal data concerning whether attending a private school has 

any positive impact on student achievement and attainment, although Jungbauer-

Gans, Lohmann and Spieß (2012) found that elite private schools, classified as those 

charging families fees in excess of 500 Euros per year, were achieving more favourable 

results than private schools which set lesser fees. 

 
Table 4.3  German students in private schools compared to all students in 

Government schools by school type, 2016/17 (%) 
 Per cent 

All primary and secondary schools providing general 

education 

9.0 

Primary school 3.5 

Hauptschule 4.8 

Schools with multiple learning pathways 6.6 

Realschule 11.3 

Gymnasium 12 

Integrated comprehensive schools 5.9 

Freie Waldorfschulen ‘Steiner Schools’ * 100.0 

Special schools 22.6 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of 
general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ * all Steiner schools in 
Germany are classified as private schools 

 

Researchers propose various reasons as to why German families show an increased 

appetite for private schooling. Private schools in Germany are often able to position 

themselves as more able to prepare students strategically to meet the demands of 

school-leaving certificates (Jungbauer-Gans et al., 2012). Table 4.3 indicates that 

families prefer to pay for a private education within a Gymnasium above all other 

school types, presumably in part to help their child secure the Abitur. Jungbauer-Gans 

https://www.destatis.de/
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et al. also suggest that private schools can be a second chance independent from the 

government school systems, such as for students with learning problems, where the 

intensive support provided in private schools may ensure a successful educational 

pathway (Jungbauer-Gans et al., 2012). The choice of private schooling may also 

represent an attempt by elite families in Germany to distinguish themselves from 

others in obtaining educational credentials that are internationally recognized, such as 

the International Baccalaureate (van Zanten, 2005). Private boarding schools such as 

Schule Schloss Salem in Baden Württemberg offer students the ability to complete 

either the state’s Abitur or the International Baccalaureate.  

 

The decision to choose a private school is not uniform across all German states and 

families. The proportion of students enrolled in a German private school tends to be 

higher in bigger cities (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016). Enrolment 

data signals that the student cohort who are moving to attend private schools in 

Germany come increasingly from more advantaged backgrounds with parents who 

hold an Abitur (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016; Lohmann et al., 

2009). Private schools in Germany also have less students from an immigrant 

background (Killus & Tillmann, 2014). These enrolment patterns are similar to what is 

found in other jurisdictions when comparing Government and private school 

populations by family characteristics. Otto describes how ‘many German parents who 

choose a private schooling are searching for a close milieu match and distinction. They 

want to stay with similar people like them, and close themselves off from difficult 

students and from migrants’ (Otto & Spiewak, 2012). The ability for German families to 

use private schooling to differentiate their children from others, shows the increased 

breadth of choices available to families within the contemporary German educational 

environment. 
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A system in flux –  recalibrating family strategies and choice  

This chapter has provided a picture of educational provision in Germany and the 

structures of schooling. The reforms implemented in the post-PISA context have led to 

what some describe as a ‘great German school turnaround’, with all states showing 

improvement on their previous PISA assessment (Berkemeyer et al., 2017; Young 

2015). Nevertheless the experience of PISA shock with its narrative of educational 

underperformance is still relatively recent, particularly for German families with high 

expectations. 

 

This study shares Schneider and Tieben’s view that, ‘although an enormous amount of 

upward ‘movement’ between the different school types in Germany has taken place 

over recent decades, social inequalities in access to different kinds of upper secondary 

careers have not changed. The ‘sorting machine’ thus appears to be alive and kicking’ 

(Schneider & Tieben, 2011). The sorting machine is effectively a tracked model of 

educational provision that provides various secondary school pathways for young 

people and their families. The tracked model is necessary to the continuation of the 

hierarchy of school-leaving certificates. This does not mean that families are without 

any agency in their child’s education and secondary school pathways. Families actively 

engage with their school system, to exploit the inbuilt mechanisms which already 

generate structural inequality. 

 

German families negotiate what might be characterized as a structured choice 

concerning their child’s schooling pathway – that is to say, a choice in response to the 

options the system makes available to them. They are not passive in this. This chapter 

shows that they are seeking to actively position themselves within the parameters set 

out by the education system which differ within every state. More families than 
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previously seek out the Abitur pathway for their child, particularly evident in the 

upward trend in enrolment within the Gymnasium. In some states they are given more 

agency in the choices they are able to make concerning their child’s secondary school, 

while in other states it is a decision made largely by the primary school formally on the 

basis of academic achievement. The early phase of secondary education particularly in 

the Gymnasium sees many children reoriented. The system retains grade repetition 

and demotion as a safety valve to correct for undue educational aspiration and to 

ensure that the upper tracks, such as the Gymnasium, maintain their exclusivity.  

 

Educational provision in Germany has changed significantly in recent years, 

determining the structured choices families are able to make. In 2005, van Zanten’s 

comparative work found that ‘German middle-class parents seem much less anxious 

about the effects of social composition on learning and socialisation. This is because 

they can still rely on the institution divisions provided by the system’ (van Zanten, 2005, 

p. 160). This is reaffirmed by Geißler who suggests that the early segmentation of 

students into various learning pathways ensures that the unequal development 

chances within families are not compensated in the hierarchically tracked, class-

specific schools system, instead they are strengthened through the different school 

learning environments (Geißler and Weber-Menges, 2010, p. 157). However, there are 

early indications that the previous certainty provided by distinctly tracked learning 

pathways may change with educational reforms loosening up institutional divisions. 

Schools have been remodelled across Germany, including more comprehensive 

settings and those offering multi-tracked provision, whilst the Gymnasium and the 

Hauptschule have changed in terms of their enrolment entirely. In the context of much 

change, it makes sense that many families seek to secure the school-leaving certificate 

with the highest status – the Abitur—and they also prefer the educational pathway that 
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is least exposed to student academic and cultural diversity– the Gymnasium. There is 

also the suggestion that German families are turning towards private schools for their 

children with a greater intensity than they did previously. However Germany does not 

provide a lucrative subsidized environment for private schooling as found in other 

countries, and generally it is a wholly public education system. 

 

This chapter has presented a national picture of Germany which required brevity in the 

discussion of structures using aggregate data. It has discussed in general terms how the 

operationalization of parental choice in the German context has necessarily changed 

with new forms of secondary school provision. The next chapter, ‘Localized strategies 

within Hamburg and Bavaria’, takes a case study approach to look at two distinct 

contexts where the education system structures are opposing and reforms have had 

differential application. Hamburg represents a system organized by two-tracks of 

secondary education, where families are given more agency in their choice of a 

secondary school and enforced selection is delayed. Bavaria continues to curtail the 

choices available to families with the system providing three hierarchical tracks of 

secondary schooling which remain mostly single-track. Early selection occurs into the 

various school pathways. How these structural conditions guide how families mobilize 

their strategies of educational advantage, particularly choice, are discussed next.  
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 Localized strategies within Hamburg and 

Bavaria 

German families are bound up in key structural changes apparent across Germany. 

These include reforms to the Gymnasien, more multi-track and comprehensive 

provision and shrinking student enrolment in the Hauptschulen. German families show 

less recourse to private schooling, a key strategy of choice in other contexts. The 

previous chapter took a national vantage point to how German families mobilize choice 

within the German education system. It pointed out the problematic nature of framing 

a national picture of education in Germany as it fails to do justice to how schools are 

firmly anchored in their local context. Germany is a federal jurisdiction where each 

state organizes and runs their own education systems in distinctive ways. A central 

question guiding this chapter is how the diverse structures of education within German 

‘Bundesländer’ shape parental strategies of advantage differently?  

 

Two German jurisdictions – Hamburg and Bavaria— provide the focus of this chapter. 

The chapter is divided into two parts, each part beginning with a brief context for each 

state and how they organize their education systems. Hamburg is representative of a 

state with the two-track system, where parents are limited to choosing between two 

types of secondary schools. Bavaria, on the other hand, is a state which provides their 

families with three main secondary schools to choose from which are organized by a 

clear hierarchy and governed by rigorous forms of selection. The aim of this chapter is 

to show how the distinctive organization of schooling in each state sets the terms by 

which families can engage in choice and manage their children’s pathways into 

secondary schooling. Key educational reforms that were applied differently in each 

state in the post-PISA environment also influence family strategies including all-day 
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schooling. Besides their distinctive provision of secondary schooling, another key 

difference between the states concerns how their system tracks or selects students 

into the various pathways. Hamburg engages in delayed enforced selection, while 

Bavaria maintains early selection. The effect that tracking has on family anxieties is 

explored, using examples taken from two states as well as national data. The conclusion 

draws together the key similarities and differences between these two states and 

reaffirms the importance of taking a localized view within a comparative study of 

education systems. 

 

Complexities of Germany’s federal system 

Too often research can misleadingly present a picture of a fixed and unified national 

education system for ease of comparative analysis. This is flawed particularly in the 

German and Australian contexts, as both nations are representative of systems where 

schools are the legislative responsibility of specific states or territories. Ultimately it is 

necessary to recognize that the school systems of each state differ in significant ways, 

despite recent reforms establishing a greater level of federal oversight and 

standardization.  

 

Germany has sixteen states and the Grundgesetz (Basic Law) of 1949 ‘stipulates that a 

traditional Federal order be continued in the areas of education, science and culture’ 

(German Eurydice Unit, 2017). Each state is vastly different in terms of its economy, 

social context, history and population characteristics. In accordance with the basic law, 

the responsibility for legislation and administration of education rests solely with the 

states. Thirteen states have varying urban and rural areas, and the remaining three are 

what are known as city-states (Berlin, Hamburg and Bremen).  
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One of the key movements in the PISA-shock era was the instigation of a number of 

Federal reforms which were pushed ahead despite the traditional state-centred 

policies (Bieber et al., 2014). There has always been a longstanding coordination 

arrangement between states in terms of education via the Kultusministerkonferenz 

(KMK) (‘Standing Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs’), but this 

has traditionally been a fairly loose arrangement. More recently, there have been 

efforts to standardize the school types and their school-leaving certificates across 

states (Sekretariat der Kultusministerkonferenz, 2016). Nonetheless, the 

standardization has not produced a perception amongst families in Germany that the 

country’s education systems are consistent with one another (Killus & Tillmann, 2014; 

Merkle & Wippermann, 2008). Media reports query the differences in the quality of 

the various school-leaving certificates across the states, with one commentator 

claiming that a major injustice (große Ungerechtigkeit) has arisen, with some school-

leaving qualifications being markedly less demanding than others (Röll, 2011). Another 

newspaper article pronounces that ‘citizens are trapped in the labyrinth of the 16 

German school systems’ (‘Die Bürger sind eingesperrt in das Labyrinth der 16 

deutschen Schulsysteme’) (Darnstädt, 2010). Researchers identify a corresponding 

view amongst German families who describe their challenges in navigating state-based 

differences when it comes to ensuring their children receive the best educational 

opportunities (Wippermann et al., 2013, p. 100).  

 

The federalist principle ‘is an acknowledgement of the regional structure which has 

evolved through Germany’s history’ (German Eurydice Unit, 2017, p.11). This 

recognition is important as differences between the German states with respect to 

educational provision are closely bound up with the wider context of German history. 
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One key moment was the change in national borders into East and West Germany in 

the post-war period, which impacted significantly on the state-based provision of 

education. The divide into the East and West was reflected in differences in the 

development of social infrastructure and key institutions. Despite the swift 

reunification, these historical factors are still present in some of the state-based 

differences with education systems noticeable today (Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013a, 

2013b, Kleine et al., 2010; Leuze & Solga, 2013). In this respect, it should be noted that 

a limitation in the two case-studies selected for this chapter is that both were 

previously in West Germany. This chapter does not therefore capture how the 

provision of schooling in certain states was influenced by the Eastern bloc and Soviet 

political arrangements. 

 

Figure 5.1 shows the geographic distinctions in the two states chosen as case-studies. 

These states are exemplary of two distinct models of secondary school systems 

identified in Chapter 3, which were developed on the basis of German statistical data 

to facilitate a more fine-grained analysis of NEPS data. As has been mentioned, 

Hamburg has a school system that aligns to the two-track pathway model, and Bavaria 

organizes their schools with three main secondary school options, which are 

hierarchical in nature. Another significant distinction between the two states is their 

regulatory and policy-making environment. The city state arrangement means that 

Hamburg is a federal state and municipality all-in-one, therefore policy making and 

budgetary decisions occur centrally with greater levels of autonomy. The regulatory 

environment in Hamburg can be said to be flatter in comparison with a bigger state like 

Bayern, which has to incorporate various municipalities. The city-state regulatory 

environment is regarded by some as having the potential to make reforms and policies 

notionally easier to adopt and implement (Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013b). The same 
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environment, however, can make it easier for parents to mobilize in order to resist 

reform. This is particularly important when the discussion looks later at the case study 

of a successful protest movement instigated by Hamburg families who felt under threat 

from proposed educational reform in their state. 
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Figure 5.1 Two German states chosen as case studies  
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Hamburg – the reformist city state? 
Located in the north, Hamburg is one of three city-states and is the second largest city 

in Germany. Due to its prime location on the River Elbe, Hamburg was an imperial 

trading city before the era of industrialization. Its maritime connections have long been 

central to its economic development, with the significance of its major port connecting 

central European trade to the rest of the world. Hamburg’s position built on trade 

continues to play a role in the diversity of its population and informs the outlook of the 

city more broadly. The Hamburg economy is relatively strong when compared to other 

German states (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 2014, p.26).  

 

In 2015, Hamburg had a population of over 1.7 million. It is considered a multicultural 

city as over one in eight (14.7 per cent) of its residents are non-German citizens, of 

which the biggest proportion is from Turkey (15.8 per cent), followed by Poland (9.9 

per cent) (Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2016, p. 2). Hamburg 

as a city is experiencing population growth, particularly with young people under the 

age of 18 (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 2014, p. 20). The multicultural nature 

of the city is in turn reflected in its schools. In the 2017/2018 school year, just under 

half (49.5 per cent) of students had a migrant background (Freie und Hansestadt 

Hamburg Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung and Institut für Bildungsmonitoring 

und Qualitätsentwicklung,  2018, p. 11).  

 

Choice of school in the two-track pathway model 

Students start primary school from the ages of five to six. Similarly to most German 

states, there is the common primary school from Grade 1 through to Grade 4, where 

school choice is primarily a factor related to home residence. In the final year of primary 

school, parents are issued with a recommendation from the primary school for the best 
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suited secondary education track for their child (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 

2014). The two-track pathway model in Germany is in structural terms the most open 

or flat, simply due to the fact that there are fewer secondary schools for families to 

choose from. There are only two choices for secondary schooling. Families choose 

between the Gymnasium or the Stadtteilschule, which is the equivalent of a city district 

high school. The Stadtteilschule in Hamburg offers all learning pathways towards all 

school-leaving certificates, inclusive of the Abitur. This is in contrast to the Gymnasium, 

which has the exclusive focus on preparing students for the Abitur.  

 

The two-track secondary school pathway model found in Hamburg today is relatively 

new. As shown in Figure 5.2, only a decade ago there was a much broader diversity of 

secondary schools. Prior to 2007/08, the families in Hamburg had to navigate a vast 

array of single-track and multi-track schools, all with relatively small proportions of 

students. The Gymnasium enrolled the majority of students in Hamburg prior to 

2007/08. From this point in time, Figure 5.2 identifies a change in enrolment practices. 

Now the majority of secondary students in Hamburg are enrolled in the comprehensive 

school in 2016/17 (53 per cent), whilst the next and only other proportion at the 

lower/upper secondary level is enrolled in the Gymnasium (47 per cent). 
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Figure 5.2 Student enrolments in Hamburg by secondary schools from 1998/99 until 2016/17 (%)  

 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis). Statistics of schools of general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ Special schools 
and school pathways unclassified are excluded. 
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The Hamburg school reforms which remodelled the system into the two-track pathway model 

provide insight into the importance of taking family strategies into account when designing 

educational policy. The genesis of the school reforms in Hamburg was the state’s poor 

performance on PISA. The city established an expert commission, on ‘the consequences of the 

new PISA study on school-related developments in Hamburg’ which tabled various 

recommendations designed to lift student achievement (Renkamp, n.d.). The recommendations 

were that achievement standards would improve if the state moved to a two-track pathway 

model whereby the Abitur could be attained in either track. The other recommendations of the 

committee proved more contentious. One was to extend the common four-year primary school 

into a six-year common program (Renkamp, n.d.). A six-year common primary school pathway 

exists in the states of Berlin and Brandenburg, with research findings indicating that the 

extension of a common learning pathway reduces the expected performance distinctions by 

class background (Wößmann, 2007, as cited in Geißler & Weber-Menges, 2010). Another 

recommendation was that school pathway should be determined based on student 

achievement rather than parent choice. Since the 1970s, Hamburg families have had the agency 

to choose their child’s secondary school (Renkamp, n.d., p. 17). The rationale to limit family 

choice was to minimize the high numbers of students who are forced to transfer from the 

Gymnasium into the comprehensive as they progress through lower secondary school.  

 

‘Wir Wollen Lernen’ 

 

In response to this proposed suite of school reforms, a group of Hamburg families came together 

and formed the ‘Wir Wollen Lernen’ – the ‘We Want to Learn’ protest movement. Wir Wollen 

Lernen consisted mostly of upper middle class families (Bale, 2013). They perceived these 

reforms as a real threat to their children. Many felt that the quality of the Gymnasium would be 

compromised by the proposed reforms, most of all the prolongation of the comprehensive 
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primary school at the expense of the shorter duration of learning within the Gymnasium. Wir 

Wollen Lernen is a particularly illuminating example of a collective response from families when 

the accustomed structures available to them are placed under threat. One of the media reports 

of the protests against the reform at that time characterized it as a ‘Gucci-Protest’ in reference 

to the wealth and entitlement evident in their campaign to protect their perceived vested rights 

in the eight-year Gymnasium pathway (Krupa, 2009).  

 

‘Wir Wollen Lernen’ was able to capitalise using Hamburg’s ballot initiative law, which is peculiar 

to a city-state in order successfully to campaign for a referendum on the school reforms. The 

group of families and their protest movement gained a mandate to block the implementation of 

some of the proposed reforms. Their protest eventually destabilized the Hamburg government 

entirely (Bale, 2013; Edelstein & Nikolai, 2013a, 2013b). Over one-third of eligible voters 

participated (39.3 per cent) in the voluntary referendum, of which just over half (54.5 per cent) 

voted against the proposed schools reform (Renkamp, n.d.). It is significant that voter turn out 

was higher in the wealthier neighbourhoods of Hamburg, as opposed to the less advantaged 

areas (Bale, 2013). The success of this protest moment supports Geißler’s view that the 

resistance of the ruling classes against social upward mobility, is considerably stronger than the 

will of the under classes to achieve social upward mobility’ (Geißler, 2006, p. 42). The 

advantaged families in Hamburg were able effectively to retain the education system structures 

they had long profited from, most of all the institutional exclusivity of the Gymnasium and early 

selection. They managed to do this by effectively co-opting some aspirational families from less 

advantaged backgrounds (who paradoxically may have benefitted from later selection) to vote 

against the reforms as well. The Wir Wollen movement contained the extent of reform, but did 

not stop it altogether. Hamburg nonetheless moved to organize their secondary schools 

according to two-tracks, where both schools facilitate the completion of the Abitur.  
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The two-track pathway model in Hamburg presents families with the choice of two secondary 

schools that are distinct from one another. The Gymnasium is the school type with which most 

families are familiar, even if they did not attend this school themselves. For many families the 

city district high school (Stadtteilschule) is representative of a new type of school altogether. 

Reports suggest that the Stadtteilschule continues to suffer from a negative perception amongst 

parents, particularly advantaged families (Hollenstein, 2014). The Stadtteilschule in Hamburg is 

presented in brochures prepared for families as offering ‘wide range of choice possibilities and 

competency orientated classes suited to different learning levels’ (‘vielfältige 

Wahlmöglichkeiten und kompetenzorientierten Unterricht auf verschiedenen Lernniveaus’) 

(Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung Schulinformationszentrum, 2018, p. 8). By contrast, the 

same brochure designed for families presents the Gymnasium as a school that offers ‘relatively 

homogenous learning groups’ without any further detail (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 

2018). Barely any prose is necessary to market the Gymnasium to prospective parents.  

 

There are distinctions between the two secondary schools with respect to the families they cater 

for. Student enrolment patterns show clearly that the most advantaged families strategize that 

it is best to orient their child towards the Gymnasium. Thus proving that homogenous groups 

are more favourable to advantaged parents who prefer environments with less risk and less 

inclusion. According to Figure 5.3, 29.3 per cent of students from the Gymnasium are from the 

most advantaged homes, while only 7.3 per cent are from most disadvantaged families. This is 

in marked contrast to the Stadtteilschulen, where only 11.5 per cent come from the most socially 

and economically advantaged families, whilst 19.9 per cent come from the most disadvantaged 

families (Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung and Institut für 

Bildungsmonitoring und Qualitätsentwicklung, 2018, p. 9). Gymnasien in Hamburg are also less 

likely to be catering for students with a migrant background than the Stadtteilschulen (Freie und 
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Hansestadt Hamburg Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung and Institut für Bildungsmonitoring 

und Qualitätsentwicklung, 2018).  

 

Figure 5.3  Social background of students in Hamburg, 2017/2018 (%)  

 

Source and notes: Adapted from Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg Behörde für Schule und 
Berufsbildung and Institut für Bildungsmonitoring und Qualitätsentwicklung, 
2018, p.9.  
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complete the Abitur and access university within their school, which is extremely high when 

compared with Bavaria, where the equivalent proportion is 33.2 per cent (Berkemeyer et al., 

2017, p. 51).  

 

Figure 5.4 illustrates how the delivery model in Hamburg leads to eventual student attainment 

in terms of the German school-leaving certificates. The majority of students who attain the 

Abitur come from the Gymnasium. The Gymnasium delivers close to two-thirds of the Abitur 

certificates (63 per cent). The remaining third (32 per cent) are delivered by the Stadtteilschule. 

In addition to providing a pathway to the Abitur, the Stadtteilschule is the main provider of the 

other school-leaving certificates. Figure 5.4 shows that it facilitates the attainment of the 

majority of students who gain a Hauptschulabschluss (92 per cent), as well as the majority of 

students who receive the Mittlere Schulabschluss (76 per cent). 
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Figure 5.4  Attainment of school-leaving certificate by school type – Hamburg, 2016/2017 
(%) 

 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of general 
education.  https://www.destatis.de/ Absolventen/Abgänger: Bundesländer, 
Schuljahr, Geschlecht Dataset, 2018.  

 

The inclusive nature of schooling in Hamburg is captured by the mission statement of their 
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und Berufsbildung, 2018). The two-track pathway model has undoubtedly facilitated greater 

opportunities for young people to reach higher forms of certification than they could previously. 

Indeed, a major report on educational opportunity in Germany identifies Hamburg as a top-

performing state in terms of instigating educational reforms to support greater equity 

(Berkemeyer et al., 2017). But despite the positive impact of these educational reforms, the two-

track model of provision represents the continuation of social engineering through schooling.  

 

Despite the extensive structural reforms undertaken in Hamburg, the hierarchy of German 

school-leaving certificates (discussed in Chapter 4) remains highly influential. Families negotiate 

a choice between an open-access and inclusive school or a traditional and highly selective school 

with homogenous learning groups. The philosophies which sit beneath each school’s provision 

of teaching and learning are diametrically opposed. Not only this, the Stadtteilschule is exposed 

to the selection effects of its higher-prestige competitor. It caters for a differentiated student 

body with greater diversity with respect to family background, whilst the Gymnasium retains 

selectivity and thus an elite function. The Gymnasium has been frustrated by increased access 

by more students and families than before, but its exclusivity remains with the assistance of 

state intervention through levers such as grade and school demotion. This will be discussed in 

comparison with other systems in the final section of this chapter.  

 

All-day schools 

Another key reform implemented in Hamburg in the post-PISA context was the increased 

provision of all-day schooling. This reform was substantially bolstered by financial support from 

the Federal Government (Lokhande, Hoeft & Wendt, 2014; Marcus, Nemitz & Spieß, 2015). Prior 

to PISA, the majority of schools were run as half-day programs. In comparison, other systems 

such as Australia were well established in their provision of schooling until at least mid to late 

afternoon. The lack of all-day schooling across Germany is a key factor associated with the 
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comparatively lower attachment that women have to the labour market. The shortened school 

hours were a key disincentive for women to rejoin the workforce once their children went into 

school (European Commission, 2018). The set nature of school hours, as with most education 

systems around the world, is mostly reliant on the capacity of women to dedicate time to their 

children’s education and contribute to their educational success (Griffith & Smith, 2005).  

 

There are now various forms of all-day provision in Germany that differ from school-to-school 

and state-to-state. Qualitative research suggests that all-day schools are perceived positively by 

parents due to a variety of factors, one being that less school related tasks may now have to 

take place at home (Wippermann et al., 2013). Whilst other research finds that parents whose 

children are enrolled in an all-day schools are generally happier than those who have their 

children at a half-day school (Hollenbach-Biele & Zorn, 2016). All-day provision represents a 

fundamental change in how family life can be structured whilst children are at school in 

Germany. The growth of all-day schooling is considered by reports such as the Chancenspiegel 

as a positive social trend supportive of greater opportunities for those from disadvantaged 

family backgrounds, most of all those who do not speak German at home (Berkemeyer et al., 

2017). Despite these positive outcomes, all-day schooling has been implemented at a different 

pace across the German states. 

 

Figure 5.5 charts the percentage of students attending an all-day school in Hamburg and Bavaria 

compared to Germany as a whole since the second implementation of PISA in 2003. Previously 

only one-in-ten (10.8 per cent) German students attended an all-day school), which has 

increased close to four-fold in 2015 to 39.3 per cent. In the post-PISA context, Hamburg has 

overwhelmingly implemented the provision of all-day schooling, while it continues in its infancy 

in Bavaria. According to Figure 5.5, now over nine in ten (91.5 per cent) of students in Hamburg 
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are participating in all-day school provisions, whilst this is the case only for 16.5 per cent of 

students in Bavaria.  
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Figure 5.5  Students in all day schooling in Hamburg, Berlin and Germany based from overall proportion 2003-2015 (%) 

 

Source and notes: Kultusminister Konferenz, Schulstatistik inclusive of students in Government and non-Government schools https://www.kmk.org 
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In Hamburg, the state offers every student the right to educational provision every school day 

from 8am until 4pm free of charge (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 2014, p.77). The 

provision of all-day schooling which is realized differently within each school is another factor 

that families may consider when choosing their children’s school (Tillmann, 2014). The school 

choice brochure provided for Hamburg parents describes each school’s different times, 

lunchtime break and form of afternoon provision (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 2018). 

The fact that these qualities are included alongside the school’s foreign languages, extra-

curricular activities as well as any awards the school have, suggests that the school hours may 

be a factor taken into account by parents.  

 

Research has found that overwhelmingly families are in support of the all-day schooling 

arrangement, including a majority of Bavarian families (57 per cent) (Tillmann, 2014, p. 78). The 

Bavarian Government has signalled that it is a priority to offer an expanded provision of all-day 

schooling across all types of schools, similar to Hamburg, until the student is 14 years of age 

from 2018 (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 

2015, p. 63). This area of reform with differentiated application across each state is yet another 

signal of the need to take a localized approach when studying education within Germany.  
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Bavaria – the stronghold of tradition? 
Bayern or Bavaria is Germany’s largest state in terms of land mass. It is located in the South and 

borders Austria and the Czech Republic. In 2015, Bayern had a population of 12,843,514 million, 

making it the second-highest populated state in Germany. Bavaria is a state proud of its 

distinctive qualities. Firstly it is a Catholic jurisdiction, in contrast to the Protestantism of 

Germany as a whole. It has been governed by the Christian Social Union (CSU) since 1946, the 

more conservative political partner in longstanding coalition with Angela Merkel’s party the CDU 

(Christian Democratic Union). This conservative party is unique to Bavaria and holds significant 

influence in determining policies at a national level, seen more recently with the refugee intake 

debate in Germany.  

 

The state’s capital is München, one of only three German cities to have a population of over one 

million. Bavaria has the strongest German state economy and the economic output per resident 

is higher than the German and indeed European average. The Bavarian gross domestic product 

is higher than 22 of the 28 European Union member states (Bavarian Ministry of Economic 

Affairs Energy and Technology, 2018). Renowned for its Oktoberfest, it can be regarded as the 

state from which most German cultural stereotypes originate. Many residents speak a German 

dialect, known as ‘Bayerisch’ or Bavarian. Bavarians are known for wearing traditional German 

‘Lederhosen’ and ‘Dirdl’. Nevertheless Bavaria is also regarded as a multicultural state. The 

proportion of young people in Bavaria with a migration background in 2011 was 27.6 per cent 

and expected to grow to a proportion of 35.8 per cent in 2024, which is partly due to the 

declining birth rates amongst native Germans (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und 

Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 2015).  
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Choice of school in the three-tiered pathway model 

Bavaria has a common primary school from Grade 1 through to Grade 4. The publicly-funded 

government primary school system is zoned, where all students living in a certain area must 

attend the same primary school (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung 

Qualitätsagentur München, 2015). Bavaria has been long-regarded with the strongest structural 

provision of what was known as the tripartite model. The state of Bavaria did not undertake the 

same level of reform as other German states recently undertook. Families negotiate a rigid 

system with three secondary schools -  the Hauptschule/Mittelschule, Realschule or 

Gymnasium. These schools are organized in a horizontal hierarchy. Out of all German states, 

Bavaria continues to retain the largest student enrolment in the Hauptschule. Bavaria also does 

not offer families the choice of a comprehensive school.  

 

Bavaria mostly adheres to single-track schools that provide various education and training 

pathways. The Bavarian Government claims that the complex pathways structure makes it more 

responsive to individual needs, that complexity is a strength and a sign of institutional 

adaptability: ‘there are 13 school pathways. They offer 19 ways to reach a school-leaving 

certificate. Two ways facilitate the school-leaving certificate of the Mittelschule, nine to the 

‘mittleren Schulabschluss’ and eight ways enable the Abitur to be reached’ (Bayerisches 

Staatsministerium für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und Kunst, 2015, p. 8). The structural 

differentiation is presented here as facilitating greater choice and opportunities for students and 

their families. The Bavarian system makes the forthright claim that it ‘opens for every student 

their own way, but not the same way’ (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Bildung und Kultus 

Wissenschaft und Kunst, 2015, p. 8). Comparatively Bavarian families have lesser ability to 

implement strategies of choice due to the rigidity of the system and the state control over 

secondary schooling pathways that have very clear parameters.  
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One benefit of the provision of secondary schooling found in Bavaria is that no school type is left 

with minimal student enrolment which leaves a weakened context for teaching and learning. 

Figure 5.6 shows the proportion of student enrolment across the various secondary schools in 

Bavaria. Bavarian data reflect the major national trends discussed in the previous chapter. The 

Hauptschule enrolment in Bavaria is steadily dropping over the long term and in 2017/17 it sits 

at just over one quarter of all students (26.3 per cent). The Hauptschule in Bavaria, now known 

as the Mittelschule, offers all-day educational provision from Grade 5 until Grade 9 or Grade 10. 

The Mittelschule is a new model of schooling established in the post PISA-shock context. It was 

reportedly undertaken with the view to remodel the Hauptschule for the 21st century (Füller & 

Wenzel, 2009). Students can complete at the end of Grade 9, with either a ‘Successful 

Completion’ or a ‘Qualified Completion’ both of which are equivalent to the 

Hauptschulabschluss (Bayerischen Staatsministeriums für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und 

Kunst, 2016). The children of migrant families are more likely to be found within the Mittelschule 

pathway, and the student cohort is very male dominant (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und 

Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 2015, p. 214). The Mittelschule offers students 

the ability to stay on and complete Grade 10 to attain the Mittlere Reife. An increasing 

refinement of options for Bavarian families is apparent in this reform, which reflects the desire 

to soften the structures but not abandon them entirely.  
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Figure 5.6  Student enrolments within Bayern secondary schools from 1998/99 until 2016/17 (%) 

 

 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of general education.  https://www.destatis.de/ Special schools and 
school pathways unclassified are excluded. 
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The Realschule continues to have demand amongst Bavarian families by maintaining fairly 

consistent levels of enrolment since 1955, even recording a peak in enrolment in 2011 

(Bayerischen Staatsministeriums für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und Kunst, 2016, p. 82). 

Bavarian reports identify that many children with a Gymnasium recommendation end up 

attending a Realschule, suggestive that some families and student prefer its learning 

environment instead of the Gymnasium (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung 

Qualitätsagentur München, 2015). Students who complete the Mittlere Reife at the Realschule 

and obtain a high grade point average, have the possibility of completing a two-year bridging 

course at another school which means that they can attain the equivalent level of educational 

attainment as the Abitur. This ability to pathway towards higher forms of certification is arguably 

a key factor that may make this school type desirable to Bavarian families as well.  

 

Despite its selectivity, the Gymnasium caters for the majority of students in Bavaria (41.9 per 

cent in Figure 5.6). The Gymnasium facilitates a pathway to the Abitur in eight years. The 

Bavarian Government, however, has recently reported it will move back to delivering the Abitur 

in nine years (Huebener et al., 2018). In the Bavarian Gymnasium, there are four tracked 

curriculum orientations– language, science-technology, music and economic/sociological 

studies (Bayerischen Staatsministeriums für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und Kunst, 2016). 

The stringent directions towards these pathways within the Gymnasium commence at Grade 8. 

This division in terms of the curriculum effectively makes grade promotion from other school 

types into the Gymnasium even more difficult. In Bavaria, the Gymnasium retains the exclusive 

privilege of delivering the Abitur, seen below in Figure 5.7. The other secondary schools in 

Bavaria are left to deliver the other school-leaving certificates. Students who attain the Mittlerer 

Schulabschluss are in the majority from the Realschulen (70 per cent). Just over one in five 

graduates from the Mittelschulen also complete the Mittlere Reife (22 per cent) as shown in 

Figure 5.7.  
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Figure 5.7 Attainment of school-leaving certificate by secondary school type – Bavaria 
2016/2017 (%) 

 

 

Source and notes: German Federal Statistics Office (Destatis), Statistics of schools of general 
education.  https://www.destatis.de/ Special schools and school pathways 
unclassified are excluded. Figures do not include the proportions of students who 
dropped out and didn’t complete the Hauptschulabschluss. 
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The stringent application of the tracked model in Bavaria undoubtedly shapes the aspirations of 

families concerning their child’s educational pathway. According to the government, the overall 

structure of the Bavarian education system is designed so that ‘Schülerinnen und Schüler 

entsprechend ihrer Befähigungen und Interessen möglichst individuell zu fördern’ (‘to promote 

students individually corresponding to their talents and interests’) (Staatsinstitut für 

Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 2015, p. 14). Previous research 

suggests that parents in Bayern actually have lower educational expectations in terms of their 

children’s attainment of the Abitur in comparison to other states (Reinders, Ehmann, Post & 

Niemack, 2014). NEPS data reveal a similar picture (see Figure 5.8). Families in states with a 

three-tier schools model, including Bavaria, have less expectations that their child will attain the 

Abitur in comparison to families in other states which organize secondary school differently. Not 

only are their realistic expectations reduced in comparative terms, their expectations remain 

fairly consistent from 2011 into 2015. Their aspirations are possibly kept in check by the rigidity 

of the structures where only few tracks lead to the Abitur. Families in systems with a two-path 

school model (such as Hamburg) have the highest expectations. Over two-thirds of families who 

live in a state with a two-path school model expect that their child will attain the Abitur. The 

expectations that families in states with the two-path model hold for the Abitur actually 

increases as their child moves through school. Figure 5.8 importantly shows how German 

families actively determine the parameters by which they approach their child’s schooling 

according to the state structures of schooling in which they find themselves. 
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Figure 5.8  Proportion of parents who realistically expect their child will attain Abitur over 
2011-2015 (%) 

 

Source and notes: NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Parents of special school students 
included.  
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This is evident in Hamburg with the highly distinctive socio-economic profiles of the Gymnasium 

and the city district high school. However states engage in tracking in different ways. States 

firstly have to implement tracking to suit their organization of secondary schooling and the 

structured choices families have available to them (two-track model, extended pathways model 

or three-tier model). They also track students at different points in time, which can be relatively 

early or delayed. This section takes a detailed look at the processes of tracking in Hamburg and 

Bavaria and their influence on family strategies. National data taken from the NEPS study will be 

looked at to make some broader conclusions. 

 

Students in Hamburg progress from primary school and move into lower secondary school from 

the end of Grade 4. The choice of secondary school ultimately rests with families and they have 

the autonomy to supersede any formal recommendation made by their child’s teacher. The two-

track model in Hamburg gives greater opportunities for families to exercise choice, while the 

added fact that choice is curtailed as there are only two schools to choose from. Data shows that 

two in five (40.0 per cent) Grade 5 students are issued with a Gymnasium recommendation from 

their primary school (Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung, 2014). The majority (93.0 per cent) 

of those with a recommendation eventually attend a Gymnasium, while a small proportion 

(seven per cent) opt for the Stadtteilschule. Close to a quarter (23 per cent) of families enrol 

their Grade 5 child in a Gymnasium without the appropriate recommendation (Behörde für 

Schule und Berufsbildung, 2014, p. 83).  

 

Despite the openness and the autonomy given to families in the two-track model of secondary 

schooling within Hamburg, there are still provisions in place to protect the exclusive nature of 

the Gymnasium. The school system retains mechanisms to be able to alter each student’s 

pathway over time including grade repetition and/or demotion. Enforced selection in Hamburg 

is effectively delayed. Families in Hamburg know that while they have the capacity to choose 
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their child’s secondary school, the Gymnasium continues to enforce high achievement standards 

and can reverse the preference of parents if standards are not met. Students are continually 

monitored, particularly during the orientation stage from Grade 5 to Grade 6. If students do not 

prove that they have met what are deemed to be appropriate achievement standards, the 

Gymnasium is able to relegate weaker learners to the Stadtteilschule (Behörde für Schule und 

Berufsbildung, 2018). This safety valve allows parents freedom of choice, while undoing their 

aspirations through an experiential process of trial and error. The result is that the aspirations 

of parents are tested, while the academic integrity and exclusiveness of the Gymnasium are 

preserved.  

 

In Bavaria, the transition process from primary to lower secondary school is called ‘the 

transition’ (Übertritt), which is their equivalent of the ‘school recommendation’ 

(Schulempfehlung) (Grossbongardt, 2011). Students are set into their lower secondary tracks 

from the end of Grade 4, which is the same time as what occurs in Hamburg. The key distinction, 

however, is that entrance into the various pathways of secondary schooling in Bavaria is 

governed by strict selection. The state sets a prescribed set of grades across key subjects 

including German, mathematics and general knowledge (‘Heimat und Sachkunde’) that Grade 4 

students have to meet to qualify for entrance into the discrete school types (Füssel, Gresch, 

Baumert & Maaz, 2010; Reinders et al., 2014). The teacher’s recommendation is binding. 

Although parents can opt to send their children to the track underneath the one their child 

receives the recommendation for, they cannot veto and choose a track that sits higher on the 

hierarchy (i.e., the Gymnasium).  

 

Much has been written about the anxiety faced by Bavarian families during the transition into 

lower secondary education. Countless reports in the media describe how the school 

recommendation in Bavaria is a defining moment in the family experience and their relationship 
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with their child’s school, particularly during Grade 4. One report describes the ‘torture’ of 

parent-teacher interviews in primary school, whereby the interviews consist mainly in haggling 

over grades (Schenk, 2010). Another column describes the ‘burn out’ afflicting Grade 4 students 

and their families (Schnitzler, 2013). Newspapers describe young students who are afraid to 

bring home average results as they could destroy their parent’s dreams for their future (Dückers, 

2015). Interviews with families suggest that previously the pressure for parents only reached an 

extreme in the final year of primary school (Grade 4), but ‘now the pressure begins at the very 

latest in the second grade’ (Wippermann et al., 2013, p. 68). Stress levels amongst Bavarian 

families have been studied by researchers and compared to other states such as Hessen. Every 

second parent (58.8 per cent) in Bavaria reported that they found their child’s transition into 

secondary schooling and the school recommendation stressful (Reinders et al., 2014, p. 12). In 

comparison, stress levels amongst families in Hessen were not as great, which the researchers 

attributed to the state providing more transparency to families concerning the school 

recommendation at an earlier point (from Grade 3) and families having the ultimate final say 

concerning secondary school choice (Reinders et al., 2014).  

 

The effect on German families by the different ways that states enforce their tracked pathways 

are apparent in NEPS data. Figure 5.9 illustrates how often families think about the school-

leaving certificate their child will attain, according to their state’s method of organizing 

secondary schooling. The early selection which occurs in states with the three-tier pathway 

model, such as Bavaria, has the associated effect that families with Grade 6 children have less 

anxiety about which school-leaving certificate they will eventually attain. Just over two in five 

(41.1 per cent) of German families in the three-tier pathway model think ‘very often’ to ‘often’ 

about their child’s school-certificate. This may be due to the rigidity of the pathways and the 

strict enforcement of achievement standards from a very early age. In states with the three-tier 

pathway model there is less ambiguity about which school-leaving certificate a student will 
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successfully undertake, as opposed to systems which emphasize greater levels of multi-track 

delivery. By contrast, close to two-thirds of families who live in states with the two-path 

secondary model, including Hamburg, think ‘very often’ to ‘often’ about their child’s school-

certificate. A similar anxiety is apparent amongst families who live in states with an extended 

pathways system which offer a broad range of secondary school options. The higher anxiety 

amongst families in states with more comprehensive and multi-track provision, may reflect how 

these schools delay selection into the distinctive tracks set by the school-leaving certificates. 

States which delay selection and extend the time before transition is made, actually draw out 

the period of preparation and increases the anxiety of families for longer. 
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Figure 5.9  How often parents think about the school-leaving certificate that their child 
will finish school with by the state’s model of secondary schooling, 2011 and 
2013 (%) 

 

Source and notes: NEPS Stage 3 data, parent dataset. Wave 2 and Wave 4. NEPS SC3:7.0.0. 
doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Students attending special schools were excluded 
from analysis.  
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transition into secondary school from primary school. The anxiety is induced by the relative 

prestige of the different secondary schools and by the perception that failing to gain selection 

into the appropriate school track means an inferior educational future is apparent. The relative 

prestige held by certain school tracks over others is a key factor which drives anxiety amongst 

families.  

 

As described in Hamburg and Bavaria, each German state’s education system retains the ability 

to readjust a student’s pathway through the threat of grade repeating or demotion. Grade 

progression is not automatic. In many states, students need to meet achievement standards to 

move from one grade to the other. A more severe consequence is school relegation. These 

safety valves retained by each state’s education system are a crucial factor with respect to how 

German families actively negotiate their children’s pathways. Research from the OECD finds that 

grade repeating is not a pedagogical strategy. It does not improve the student’s capacity to learn. 

It does nothing to improve student achievement. Rather grade repeating is essentially an 

institutional strategy, an instrument for maintaining homogeneity and for easing out unsuitable 

students (easing out rather than excluding in one step).  

 

States which enforce the three-tier hierarchical design with minimal multi-track or 

comprehensive options, have higher levels of grade repetition. This is affirmed by the higher 

occurrence of grade repetition apparent in Bavaria, in contrast to levels evident in Hamburg 

(Berkemeyer et al., 2017). NEPS data provides a picture of grade repetition by the various stages 

of schooling according to the state’s structural model in place. In Grade 5, students who are in 

an education system which is more comprehensive or multi-track in design (the extended 

pathways model and the two-track model) are more likely to have repeated a grade than families 

in the three-tier pathway model. Over time, however, the likelihood increases for students in 

the three-tier pathway model to repeat a grade. Students in states with a similar structural 
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design to Bavaria are more likely to repeat a grade in every subsequent year in secondary school 

than students in states with more comprehensive provision. Grade repetition may even be used 

as strategy by some Bavarian families to place their children at an advantage to others. Data 

from Bavaria suggests that one third of students who repeat a grade, do so on a voluntary basis 

(Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München, 2015). Grade 

repetition is less likely to be used as a strategy of advantage within systems that have a more 

comprehensive character.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has revealed the complexities involved in defining a unified German system as there 

are significant distinctions between states and their provision of schooling. The method by which 

each state organizes their education system is a key influence on how families negotiate their 

strategies of choice.  

 

Hamburg’s education system has only two secondary school types for families to choose from, 

and both offer students the ability to pursue a pathway towards the Abitur. However, the two 

school types cater for different families and are organized according to different philosophies. 

The selection inherent in the Gymnasium’s institutional design means that it tends to cater for 

more advantaged families, whilst the comprehensive Stadttteilschule is more diverse. Although 

the Stadtteilschule runs alongside the Gymnasium and crucially progresses students towards the 

Abitur as well, it is marked by the contrast  that it is unable to apply any selection to its student 

intake. Families in Hamburg have the opportunity to take part in all-day schooling, while the 

provision of all-day schooling has been adopted more slowly in Bavaria.  

 

Bavarian families have relatively less autonomy over their child’s transition into secondary 

schooling than families in Hamburg. They have effectively to cede aspects of control over their 
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child’s educational pathway to the overt hand of the state where clear and stringent grade point 

averages determine the choice of secondary school. The transition from primary to secondary 

schooling is a time of anxiety for many Bavarian families. Nonetheless the rigid allocative 

processes lessen the need for parents to engage in pathways management intensively into 

secondary years. Data suggest that families do not have to think as often about which school-

leaving certificate their child is working towards, as this decision is not in their hands. The benefit 

of the rigid control of the secondary school tracks is that no school type is left with marginal 

student numbers, which is not found within systems that give families more choice. The strict 

control of the distinct school tracks also lessens the expectation that families have concerning 

attainment of the Abitur. 

 

There is important common ground between Hamburg and Bavaria as educational jurisdictions. 

Despite organizing their provision of secondary schooling differently, both are mostly public 

systems. In both systems, the Gymnasium is consecrated. It is able to export academic ‘failure’ 

and maintains an exclusive focus on the delivery on the Abitur. These factors, combined with its 

historicity, make it the school of choice for advantaged families. The majority of families in both 

states, regardless of their education system’s structures, aspire for their children to attain the 

Abitur. To curtail the aspirations and social demand for the Abitur, each state retains forms of 

quality control through (e.g. grade repeating and demotion) to maintain tracked pathways. The 

hierarchical arrangement of school-leaving certificates in Germany necessitate a tracked 

delivery model.  

 

Bavaria operates a public system with early selection, while Hamburg  has a public system with 

delayed selection. Early selection favours certain families. It serves to accelerate their children 

through the curriculum at a pace where other students will not be able to catch them, if they 

are at an early stage relegated into a lesser status pathway. Delayed selected as what occurs in 
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Hamburg poses a different set of circumstances for families. Although families are initially given 

more possibilities to choose their child’s secondary school, the enforced selection of students 

by achievement occurs at a later point. Students who are placed in the Gymnasium have to meet 

certain requirements, otherwise they are relegated to the city district high school. Data suggests 

that these arrangements have provided families with opportunities to reach a higher level of 

school certification than they could previously. An associated effect, however, is that they 

actually draw out the period of uncertainty which leads to increased anxiety amongst families. 

 

Hamburg and Bavaria have made significant reforms to the way they organize their schools in 

an effort to provide more young people with the opportunity to progress towards higher forms 

of certification. Hamburg changed the model of its education system entirely to organize their 

schools according to the two-track pathway. The Wir Wollen Lernen reform movement provides 

insight into how socially dominant families hold on to their entitlements to determine academic 

promotion with great tenacity. Bavaria remodelled the Abitur into an eight-year delivery model 

and recast the Hauptschule into the Mittelschule, which provides students with greater 

opportunity to negotiate a pathway into higher school-leaving certificates than previously. 

Families in both states encounter school systems that are organized differently to the ones they 

experienced themselves. The dynamism of parents in both contexts is apparent, as they show a 

willingness to move and change their strategies as reforms alter the system of which they are a 

part.   

 

Germany is typically characterized by the provision of the tripartite model of schooling where 

parent action is limited. The German education system of the past is one where families yield to 

the longstanding mechanisms built into the system to sort students into secondary schools. This 

cliché facilitates the view that it is indeed somewhat pointless for families to steer their children 

down preferred pathways, as the system will do the work for them. This fairly traditional 



157 
 

conceptualization does not provide any vantage point by which to ascertain the active role of 

families. Although the structural parameters by which parents mobilize strategies are different 

in Bavaria and Hamburg, this chapter shows that strategies of educational advantage through 

structured choice making and pathways management are apparent in both states. The strategies 

that families use to support their children within the German education system continue well 

beyond the initial transition into secondary education. One such supplementary strategy used 

by families to support their children to gain advantage over others, is tutoring, which is discussed 

in Chapter 8. 

 

The next chapter now turns to Australian families and their mobilization of choice strategies 

within an entirely different structural model of education. Australia has a comprehensive system 

where there are no tracked pathways, except in the state of Victoria which administers two 

school-leaving certificates. How do families in Australia use strategies of choice to advantage 

their child within a nominally open and inclusive system where students are mostly kept 

together in common pathways through secondary schooling?  
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 Mobilizing choice in the Australian education system 

This chapter explores at a national level how families engage in school choice within the 

Australian comprehensive education system. For the purposes of this comparative study, the 

next chapter will focus on particular jurisdictions within Australia, just as the previous chapter 

has examined the distinctive school environments in Bavaria and Hamburg. Like Germany, 

Australia is a federal system, with responsibility for education being primarily a matter for the 

states. However, in the first instance, it seems necessary to sketch the policy context at a 

national level in order to establish a framework in which to appreciate the distinctive character 

of policy settings at a state level. There are, after all, significant commonalities across the 

Australian states. All schools in Australia lead students towards a single secondary school-leaving 

certificate with the exception of Victoria. In such a system, where there is only one common 

pathway open for all, by what means do families position their children to gain relative 

advantage? Does school choice really matter when all schools lead in principle to the same 

educational outcome. 

 

This chapter opens by discussing PISA’s reception in Australia. Unlike Germany, the Australian 

education system has not undertaken significant reforms due to its declining student 

achievement by international standards. Nor was there anything like a ‘PISA shock’ amongst the 

wider public, as happened in Germany. Another difference between the two countries is that 

Australian families have a very narrow perspective with respect to how they conceptualize 

educational pathways for their children. The majority of Australian families aspire for their 

children to gain access to university through the school system. Consequently the common 

school-leaving certificate does not hold much value or prestige as a form of attainment by itself. 

Instead what matters is the ranking score that students receive who successfully complete their 

final year at the end of secondary school. Families perceive that a high ranking score will shore 
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up their children’s educational opportunities and it effectively serves as a form of social 

distinction.  

 

The chapter then moves into a historical discussion of how schools came to be organized within 

Australia. The comprehensive model was superimposed on to a system already arranged by 

distinct sectors (Government, Catholic, and private schools) which meant that the mobilization 

of school choice has always been possible at least for some families. In addition, the Australian 

education system over various decades has been gradually transformed into a quasi-market 

where the choices that families make in terms of their children’s education have greater 

significance than before. Two key policies driven by the Federal Government have further 

enabled choice practices amongst families: the subsidy of school choice and the deployment of 

technologies of choice.  

 

The next section discusses how these structural features provide a context for how families 

operationalize school choice in Australia. There are three key factors which families generally 

take into account when they consider choosing a school for their child:  

 

 Local markets of choice 

 School of choice in the non-Government sector 

 School of choice in the Government sector. 

 

The final section of this chapter addresses the tensions that have emerged in education in 

Australia: between a model of comprehensive schooling (as a significant product of historical 

developments in Australia during the post-war period) and the ideology of school choice, 

whereby families take responsibility for choosing the best school for their children. The model 

of comprehensive schooling – which was forcefully articulated as an idea of free secular 
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education with greater equity– is now in conflict with an emerging model of schooling as an 

educational marketplace.  

 

PISA in Australia 

There has been no PISA shock in Australia of a kind that compares with the German context. The 

initial release of PISA 2000 did not receive much media coverage at all, although the subsequent 

PISA assessment round did stir up more interest because Australia achieved ‘top marks’ in 

comparison with other countries (Baroutsis & Lingard, 2017). Media attention has grown when 

Australia’s PISA scores started dropping from 2009, especially when students in Shanghai 

eclipsed all other jurisdictions in the subsequent year (Baroutsis & Lingard, 2017). Now a new 

narrative of sinking performance has set in within government and media discourses. The most 

recent results from PISA reflect an ‘absolute decline’ in the performance of Australian students 

overall (Lingard, 2016). Australia’s results have been characterized as ‘tottering’ (Cobbold, 

2017). And now there is beginning to be talk of ‘failure’. An official report by David Gonski on 

the state of the education system proclaims that ‘Australian education has failed a generation 

of Australian school children by not enabling them to reach their full learning potential’ (Gonski 

et al., 2018, p. 8).  

 

Despite these findings and the rhetoric in which they are couched, the publication and discussion 

of falling student performance within international assessments such as PISA has not produced 

any momentum for wide-reaching reform, such as PISA-shock caused within Germany. Families 

in Australia are not demanding any changes to the education system. There does not seem to 

be much widespread shock at all about how the Australian school system is faring in comparison 

with other jurisdictions on these international benchmarks of performance, either with respect 

to quality or equity. This may be partly to do with the fact that no easy answer has been found 

as to why Australia’s results are as they are. This complacency is possibly due to an enduring 
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assumption that the Australian comprehensive system continues to facilitate open access and 

equal opportunities for all students. Yet if this is true, such an assumption is contradicted by the 

growth of family choice practices which are discussed here in this chapter.  

 

Educational expectations in Australia 

The Australian school system as a whole is organized by a comprehensive design where there is 

only one integrated pathway through primary and secondary school. The common track ensures 

that young people are left together for as long as possible, thus generating the impression that 

schools cater for all students, regardless of their achievement and their family’s socio-economic 

and cultural resources. This is as distinct from the German system where the majority of states 

track students into various learning pathways from the start of Grade 5. Australia’s education 

system, similarly to the United States, is orientated towards contest mobility (Turner, 1960). This 

arrangement means that the Australian education system is officially an open contest where all 

students are kept ‘in the race until the climax’ (Turner, 1960, p.855). Turner states that ‘while 

the ‘contest’ is governed by some rules of fair play, the contestants have wide latitude in the 

strategies they may employ’ (Turner, 1960, p.856). Family strategies of educational advantage, 

particularly with respect to school choice, have plenty of scope in the Australian context. 

 

Parental expectations with respect to their children’s highest form of educational attainment 

are key to how and why they mobilize strategies of educational advantage for their children. 

Australian families of Grade 4 children do not have the broad perspective on education and 

training pathways that German families have. TIMSS data suggests that over half (55.9 per cent) 

of Australian families with Grade 4 children expect their child will attain a Bachelor degree. The 

singular focus on university attainment lies with social demand for university qualifications from 

families as well as the labour market. Figure 6.1 shows that just under a quarter of adults aged 

25 to 64 years old in the wider Australian population hold a tertiary Bachelor’s degree or 
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equivalent, while the majority of Australian adults have the upper secondary school-leaving 

certificate as their highest form of educational attainment. This is steadily changing as university 

attainment now increasingly provides entry to the majority of professional occupations, as well 

as entry-level positions. From 1989 to 2014, the proportion of the workforce with a Bachelor’s 

level qualification or higher rose from 38 per cent to 48 per cent (Ashenden, 2016). There is 

conceivably a perception that families who do not encourage their child to seek a university 

place are depriving them of the possibility of finding a place within the modern economy. 

 

Figure 6.1 TIMSS 2015 Australian and German parent expectation, as well as the adult 
population of Australia by ISCED 2011 level attainment (%) 

 

 

Source and notes: TIMSS 2015 Grade 4 parent data and adult population attainment derived from 
OECD Education at a Glance 2017 (OECD 2017a). 
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The comprehensive model of schools organization opens up the possibility that all young people 

should be able to complete their secondary education with the same school-leaving certificate. 

This is without a doubt a positive aspect of how the Australian education system is structured. 

Yet paradoxically the very fact of its accessibility leads to a devaluing of the school-leaving 

certificate. Just over one in ten (12.3 per cent) of Australian families expect their child will go no 

further than the upper secondary school-leaving certificate as the highest formal education 

qualification. That is to say, the majority of parents set their sights on their child achieving a 

much higher level of qualification. Families do not perceive the school-leaving certificate as 

holding much value by itself at all, but only see it as a necessary formality to gain entry into the 

tertiary sector. This is in contrast to the German school-leaving certificates, particularly the 

Abitur, which still continues to be regarded by families as a source of opportunities in itself.  

 

Australian families feel that they have less scope to choose with respect to the education and 

training pathways they consider for their children. Only a few Australian families see non-tertiary 

or short-cycle tertiary options as desirable for their children. Recently the public perception of 

VET has become increasingly diminished, seen in Figure 6.1 with just under one in ten (8.1 per 

cent) of Australian parents aspiring for their child to take up a post-secondary non-tertiary 

pathway. This figure signifies the manner in which VET has been ‘demoralised and marginalized’ 

in the context of mass access to the university sector (Ashenden, 2016). Australian universities 

have effectively monopolized the cultural and social status cache associated with post-school 

pathways. Governments have also pursued policies that have had a negative effect in the VET 

sector, with chronic underfunding of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutes and the 

privatization of other training providers leading to low quality, overpriced vocational 

qualifications (Tomazin, 2018). Many of the challenges identified in the Australian VET sector 

are currently manifest within the German VET sector too, but comparatively the dual system in 

Germany continues to offer a prestigious pathway and attracts a high calibre of student.  
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The common school-leaving certificate and the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank 

(ATAR) 

Each Australian state or territory has its own school-leaving certificate with slightly different 

requirements, but all are regarded as equivalent. There is one additional school-leaving 

certificate offered in the state of Victoria, discussed in greater detail within the next chapter, 

‘Localized strategies within Victoria and New South Wales’. The ability for all young people to 

attain a school-leaving qualification within the comprehensive structure has meant that by 

international standards Australia has been positively recognized for the high numbers of young 

people completing school and attaining the school-leaving certificate granting access to tertiary 

studies (Lamb, 2011). Quite recently, the Federal Government’s target was to lift the proportion 

of young people who complete the upper secondary school-leaving certificate or its equivalent 

to 90 per cent by 2020 (Council of Australian Governments (COAG), 2008). 

 

Figure 6.2 shows that close to three-quarters (74.0 per cent) of young people in Australia 

complete the upper secondary school-leaving certificate or its equivalent by the age of 24. 

Amongst students drawn from the most advantaged socio-economic decile, the proportion is 

close to nine in ten (89.1 per cent). Despite the one track model where there is only one school-

leaving certificate on offer, just over one quarter (26 per cent) of students do not reach this level 

of attainment. Young people in Australia who leave school without the school-leaving certificate 

are made increasingly vulnerable in the jobs and educational marketplace, which is a 

consequence of a system geared towards mass completion (Teese, 2007; Trow, 1973). Figure 

6.2 also illustrates how young people who do not achieve the school-leaving certificate are not 

evenly distributed from families across the social spectrum (Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers & 

Rumberger, 2004; Teese, 2007). There is a distinct pattern of attainment according to family 

socio-economic background where only three in five students from the most disadvantaged 
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families (60.6 per cent) complete the certificate nationally. This proportion steadily grows within 

each distinct decile of socio-economic advantage.  

 

Figure 6.2 Attainment of the upper secondary certificate (or its equivalent) in Australia 
for young people by the age of 24 and social background (%) 

 

Source: Adapted from Lamb, Jackson, Walstab, Huo, 2015b, p. 42. 

 

Australia as a comprehensive education system largely follows universal grade promotion, 

where repeating a grade is not common practice. This is in contrast to the various mechanisms 

found in Germany’s tracked model, including grade repeating or demotion, which are essential 

to preserve the exclusivity of certain pathways over others. When students fall behind in 

Australia, the system expects that schools will provide a targeted intervention and bring them 

up to speed. However, as this chapter shows, the context for learning and teaching differs 

substantially between schools and for many it is simply too difficult to enable students to catch 

up once they fall behind (Lamb et al., 2015b; Teese, 2007). Many students remain in the race 
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until the end, despite being unable to meet the curriculum demands made of them, and this can 

come at the cost of severely undermining their confidence about finding a place in society.  

 

The accepted form of upward mobility in Australia is by performance in the upper years of 

secondary school which are structured according to the requirements of the school-leaving 

certificate. What matters to most families is not whether their children attains the school-

leaving certificate, but the ranking score achieved according to their performance in the upper 

years of secondary school. This is not new - educational ‘success’ in Australia has always been 

equated with how well schools prepare students for university selection (or in the past, 

university examinations) (Teese, 1989). Nowadays university selection is largely systematized 

through the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR), which is received upon successful 

completion of the school-leaving certificate and is used to signify whether a student has qualified 

for entrance to a course at any Australian university. The ATAR represents a nationally 

comparable percentile that denotes a student’s ranking relative to their putative student cohort 

(Pilcher & Torii, 2018). This score is calculated differently within each jurisdiction, but it is 

determined crucially by student performance in the final two years of upper secondary 

schooling, which is a mixture of school-based and externally assessed examinations. Students 

who receive an ATAR achieve a score anywhere between 0 to 99.95. This is not to say that all 

students who complete upper secondary in Australia receive an ATAR. It is possible to complete 

secondary education, and receive a certificate, without competing in the examinations and 

other assessments used to award an ATAR score. 

 

The ATAR is technically designed to provide universities with a quick and easy way to determine 

student enrolment. Yet the tool has evolved and now has a wider social and cultural value in 

popular discourse. A person’s identity is shaped by his or her ‘score’ – it is something that people 

carry with them throughout their lives. The ATAR is routinely used colloquially as a way to sum 
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up how ‘smart’ a student is. The concrete and relatively simplistic nature of the ATAR is 

appealing to families, and it stands in contrast to other assessment and examinations that 

students undertake while they are at school, which may be more complicated or seen as less 

rigorous. The manner in which universities link their prestigious courses such as law and 

medicine to entrance requirements involving high ATARs supports the view amongst families 

that it is the key to a successful occupational future. A low ATAR is conflated with low quality 

students, as has recently been evident in a politician proclaiming that ‘I don’t want people with 

ATARs of 35 going into teaching’ (Singhal, 2018, para. 7). The symbolism provided by the ATAR 

is also used by schools as a marketing tool to prospective families. The later section of this 

chapter will pick up how schools of choice in the Government and non-Government sector 

promote the ATAR achievements of their students as the key marker of school quality. 

  

The foundations and organization of the Australian education system 

Australian schools were not always organized according to a comprehensive design. Australia 

steadily developed policies to organize its schools according to comprehensive principles over 

the course of the 20th century. Previously not many students had access to secondary education, 

let alone university-level education. In the 1940s, only one in ten young people completed 

secondary school (Teese, 2007). The growth of comprehensive secondary schools coincided with 

immense economic expansion and a population boom in the post-World War Two period where 

more families than ever demanded schooling provision for their children (Teese, 1989; Teese, 

2007; Teese & Polesel 2003).  

 

The comprehensive schools model was conceived as a solution to avoid the deficiencies 

perceived in other education systems constituted by different public secondary schools running 

alongside one another, such as the organizational model of schooling found within Germany 

(Sherington & Campbell, 2006). Organizing schools according to a comprehensive model is 
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associated with the belief that educating ‘young local children in a single school, where they 

would have equal facilities and equal access to high quality teachers, would raise the aspirations 

of all children and teachers, bring about greater equity within the schools and lead to greater 

opportunities outside in the world of work’ (Walford & Pring, 1997, p. 2). Comprehensive schools 

sought to redefine the notion that each social class has its own school. Instead policy makers 

aspired to create a system in which children from all social classes could mix. Whatever the 

feasibility of this ideal, a consequence of the comprehensive school reforms has been that all 

young people in Australia are now given the opportunity to be in a school facilitating a learning 

pathway towards the school-leaving certificate. This is in contrast to the German model where 

different school pathways lead to different school-leaving certificates, particularly in a state such 

as Bavaria.  

 

The comprehensive school organizational model emerged out of ‘optimistic educational and 

social visions’. However, as Sherington and Campbell observe, their ‘founding never lacked 

challenge’ (Sherington & Campbell, 2006, p.2). Comprehensive high schools began in the early 

twentieth-century and expanded rapidly after the Second World War. They took their place 

alongside of a large number of private schools, including nineteenth-century grammar schools 

which enjoyed high prestige and many Catholic schools. The differentiated nature of schooling 

continues to play a key part in informing the choices of schools that Australian families have 

available to them today. Schools in Australia are categorized as either belonging to the 

Government sector (public schools) or to the non-Government sector, which consists of Catholic 

and so-called ‘Independent’ schools that by international standards are ‘private’ schools. All 

students have a guaranteed place at a Government school in their local area, where access is 

nominally free (although many schools charge a voluntary student levy). There is an important 

difference between the two types of schools in the non-Government sector – Catholic or private 

schools. Catholic schools include religious education within their curriculum, or have religious 
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affiliation of the family as a condition for enrolment. Private schools may also have a religious 

affiliation, as is reflected in their names (e.g. Presbyterian Ladies College), but they are largely 

private entities that set their own admission requirements independently of any religious 

organization. Although the term ‘sector’ is a useful grouping mechanisms to identify fairly broad 

common characteristics amongst schools within each category, within each sector schools can 

be very different.  

 

Table 6.1 shows the enrolment patterns in each of the Australian school sectors. It is apparent 

that the Australian system can be characterized as a mixed public and private system model. The 

Government or public sector is dominant, with 70.3 per cent of schools Australia-wide. The next 

largest provider of schooling in Australia is the Catholic sector. Catholic schools provide a 

significant proportion of delivery in primary-level education in particular, a role that they have 

always performed historically (Campbell, 2007). The third and smallest sector in terms of school 

numbers is comprised by the private schools. By and large, private schools are organized as 

combined sites that cater for primary and secondary level schooling. Some private schools offer 

early childhood education as well, facilitating a one-stop school site for families. 

 

Table 6.1 Number of schools in Australia by sector and stage of schooling, 2013 

 
Catholic Government Private 

Combined 129 516 711 

Primary 1224 4785 242 

Secondary 281 1048 93 

Total N 1634 6349 1047 

Total  18.1 70.3 11.6 

Source and notes: Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2013 data, 
special schools excluded 

 



170 
 

Every secondary school regardless of sector prepares young people to attain the common 

school-leaving certificate of the relevant state and be ranked on the nationwide scale of the 

ATAR (tertiary entrance rank). 

 

Government reforms supporting choice 

Australian families have always been offered a choice of schools at the primary and secondary 

level. Though comprehensive in design and philosophy, schools have long provided different 

learning contexts thanks to where they are located and their administrative status (e.g. a public 

or a private school). These differences have been further entrenched by State and Federal 

Government reforms over recent decades that have been designed to make the education 

system more internationally competitive and more closely aligned with market principles. These 

reforms have effectively created a quasi-market. State and national Governments subsidize 

choice and support technologies to inform choice (such as websites for families which promote 

schools comparison based on standardized assessment). Consequently school choice has been 

elevated to a core action that families have to engage. Parents are effectively constructed as 

consumers whose job is to identify best-performing schools, otherwise they risk their children’s 

futures. The notion of ‘school choice’ has become a fetish for families, with the word ‘choice’ 

being repeated ad nauseum in government policy pronouncements for decades (see Kemp, 

1996). Choice has been constructed ideologically by policymakers as the ‘great equalizer’ and 

the only way to effectively distribute public resources (Ball, 2003, p. 54). This has effectively 

upturned the ‘logics of action’ by which schools operate and how they are perceived by parents 

(van Zanten, 2009).  

 

The importance of choice as a key pillar underpinning the Australian education system is 

supported by the two major political parties at both state and national levels. Two key Federal 
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Government policies and their implications for families are discussed in the next section, 1. 

public funding to subsidize choice, and 2. deployment of technologies to inform family choices.   

 

1. Public funding to subsidize choice 

Figure 6.3 shows trends from 1983 to 2016 concerning the proportion of students overall found 

in the Government and non-Government sector. Over the past years the enrolment of students 

in the Government sector has dropped, in comparison with the non-Government sector (Ryan 

& Watson, 2004). Teese explains the steady flow of enrolment from the public into the non-

Government sector can initially be explained in part by ‘the need for social advantage in the 

context of ‘massification’’ (Teese, Lamb & Helme, 2008, p. 15). The context of growth in the non-

Government sector since the 1980s has occurred in relative economic prosperity, where there 

has been no decline in income growth and Australia has avoided a recession associated with the 

Global Financial Crisis. The wider economic context is particularly important in considering non-

Government school enrolment, as school fees are reliant on families having disposable income. 

More recently, the demand for non-Government schools has stabilized (34.7 per cent) and more 

parents are electing to stay in the Government sector than before with some reports suggesting 

that a certain ‘tipping point’ has been reached (Cook, 2018e). 
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Figure 6.3 Student enrolment proportion in the Government and non-Government sectors 1983 -2016 (%)  

 

 

Source and notes: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Cat. No. 4221.0, Schools, Australia. 
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To classify schools as belonging to the ‘non-Government’ sector in the Australian educational 

context is misleading, as all schools in the non-Government sector are recipients of Government 

funding. Over many decades, the Australian Government has financially contributed to students 

and their families who choose a school outside of the Government sector. The grants effectively 

subsidize families to choose a non-Government school and act as a stimulus for demand in the 

sector. These public funds to support the non-Government sector are delivered with minimal 

accountability. The Government funding to the non-Government sector remains a vexed 

political issue, with the two major political parties often embroiled in debate which is more 

associated with ideologically-driven political struggles than education policy (Taylor, 2018). The 

debates typically end with the major political parties reaffirming their commitment to 

subsidizing parental choice, which continues the unequal funding conditions between the 

sectors (Taylor, 2018). 

 

While the States and Territories have the primary responsibility for funding Government schools, 

the Federal Government contributes significant funding to the non-Government sector. Funding 

to the non-Government sector commenced in the 1960s with a series of federal grants for 

science laboratories and libraries and State per capita grants, followed early in the next decade 

by federal per capita grants (Watson, 1998; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). A conservative Federal 

Government from 1996-2007 ‘amplified and extended’ the funding stream and along with this 

promoted at all times the neoliberal ideology of ‘choice’ (Kemp, 1996; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). 

Watson (1998) suggests that Governments on-average fund three-quarters of the cost of every 

place at a private school. The Government justifies the subsidies given to the non-Government 

sector as a cost-saving to the public budget, as the expenditure is less than if the same students 

were enrolled in the Government sector. However, this equation does not necessarily hold true 

and there are wider implications for the system, particularly concerning measures of equity. 

Schools in the non-Government sector have the double benefit of receiving Government funds 
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as well as being able to charge school fees at a rate that the market will bear. They are therefore 

able to accumulate significant resources due to investment of public money, which does not 

receive wider recognition. In addition, families are able to claim the school fees that they pay 

for a non-Government school as tax deductions and reduce public revenue. 

 

Enrolment growth in the non-Government sector has occurred side by side with increases in 

Government subsidies. A recent report finds that Australian Federal Government funding in 

2014-2015 accounted for 56 per cent of Catholic sector income, 32 per cent of private school 

income and 17 per cent of Government sector recurrent income (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2017). The majority of funds to the Government sector is contributed by State and Territory 

Governments. The discrepancy in resources is seen most starkly by the overall amount each 

sector has to spend on average per-student. Private schools are particularly advantaged due to 

their ability to leverage high fees from their families. Catholic schools receive an income of $14, 

376 per student, Government schools have an income of $13, 195 per student. Private schools 

have on average $20, 382 per-student, of which 57 per cent ($11, 644) was collected primarily 

from school fees paid by families (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017, p. 22). The divide between 

schools in terms of their resource base further entrenches inequities within the Australian 

schools system.  

 

2. Technologies to inform family choices  

Families in Australia are given broad scope to choose a school. When families choose their child’s 

school, there is less overt management from the state, particularly in the secondary years. This 

is in contrast to the official guidance given to German families through the process known as the 

school recommendation. In this respect, government-supported technologies in schooling 

represent a new and distinctive intervention designed to assist families in their choice. These 

technologies to inform choice do two things. In practical terms they are designed to assist 
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families in choosing their child’s school, whilst developing measures and benchmarks to identify 

‘quality’ which permeate the education system.  

 

One key technology of choice driven by the Federal Government is the national assessment of 

literacy and numeracy (or NAPLAN) and the deployment of the publicly-available website called 

My School which reports results for individual schools regardless of sector. Each school is 

searchable and parents are able to find easily presented standardized assessment data as well 

as contextual information, including the socio-demographic characteristics of families whose 

children attend the school. The website was released in conjunction with the introduction of the 

standardized assessment the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 

which is run annually with all Grades 3, Grade 5, Grade 7, Grade 9 students across Australia 

(Lingard, Thompson & Sellar, 2016). The website draws extensively on this data in order to 

provide parents with a sense of the nature of the school to which they might be contemplating 

sending their children (see Figure 6.4). The website steps back from providing a list of schools 

that are ranked according to their NAPLAN achievement, and so parents cannot easily construct 

league tables. But the website nonetheless provides ‘like school’ comparisons, thus conveying a 

sense of each school’s academic performance relative to schools with similar social intakes. 

MySchool is not the only web-based tool that families can use. Now there are dozens of sites 

which have been set up with similar functionality and constructed on the basis of comparable 

data. 

 

The implementation of such Government-supported technologies provides an official source of 

information for parents to mobilize choice. My School constructs parents as active calculators of 

school performance by ‘providing the tools to compare and assess schools according to mainly 

quantitative organizational and performance criteria’ (Gobby, 2015, p. 7). Until this point in 

time, Australian families had minimal standardized information to work from apart from their 
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knowledge of how each secondary school performed in examinations in the final year of 

secondary school (newspapers have always featured the results of the final years of schooling, 

celebrating schools and students who have received the best scores). One Federal Government 

Education Minister likened this to ‘an information black market amongst parents about school 

results’ (Kemp, 1996, p.9). The My School website and the manner in which it defines school 

quality is a profound intervention on the part of the Federal Government into schooling across 

Australia. It explicitly guides families into using NAPLAN results as a marker of a school’s success, 

providing a formal state-accredited tool to ascertain the ‘quality’ of a school for their child. The 

ideology of what makes a good school is firmly anchored in measurement. Not only that, it 

presupposes that all families are equally equipped to take on this information and in turn equally 

well placed to be able to mobilize choice on the basis of the information they have available to 

them. 

 

Figure 6.4 Homepage of the MySchool website 

 

Source: www.myschool.edu.au 

 

These technologies to inform choice are designed to ensure that the educational market 

operates with maximum efficiency and that releasing data publicly pushes all schools to 

improve. Yet Australian researchers have found that even with this ‘world-class information’, 
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many ‘families generally don’t move to high-performing schools or leave low-performing ones’ 

(Jensen et al., 2013, p. 1). The ‘aptitude’ of some families, to choose a school based on more 

informal knowledge and ‘grapevine’ conversations, rather than other metrics such as student 

achievement on standardized assessment, is well-documented (Ball, et al., 1995; Larsson & 

Hultqvist, 2018; Newspoll, 2013; Poupeau et al., 2007). Rowe and Windle (2012) have looked at 

how Australian families are using these technologies and they have found that they were mostly 

used to confirm their bias, instead of profoundly influencing their choice practice.  

 

Mobilizing choice in the Australian context 

The parameters of the Australian system set up the conditions where the final years of schooling 

are regarded as high stakes, with Australian families increasingly pinning their hopes on the 

prospect that their children will gain entry to a course at a university. To achieve this aspiration, 

many families mobilize choice practices in part to position their children to obtain the best 

results possible in the final years of school. School choice is a strategy of educational advantage 

with a historically good return in the Australian context. Within each sector, there are schools 

with longstanding reputations that make them obvious ‘schools of choice’. Schools of choice 

have a high volume of families who seek to obtain access for their children, with the result that 

these schools often cannot meet demand. 

 

Three key factors which families generally take into account when they consider choosing a 

school for their child are: 

 

 local markets of choice  

 schools of choice within the non-Government sector 

 schools of choice in the Government sector.  
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1. Local markets of choice 

Spatial factors are relevant to how families mobilize choice in any education system. The vast 

continent of Australia, however, makes geographical context even more intrinsic to the local 

markets of choice available to families. The majority of Australia’s population is found on the 

eastern seaboard within large cities, as decentralization policies to bolster regional and rural 

communities have not been successful. There are stark differences with respect to student 

achievement and student outcomes that reflect the urban and rural/regional divide (Lamb et al., 

2015b).  

 

Where a family lives plays a key role in whether they are able to mobilize school choice at all. 

Table 6.2 shows schools in Australia by sector and their location. Government schools are more 

typically located in non-metropolitan areas as opposed to Catholic or private schools. A local 

public school continues to be the primary mode of provision in provincial, remote or very remote 

areas, with competition (except for those who can afford boarding schools) largely absent. The 

ability of families to choose any school other than their local public school is marginal outside 

the metropolitan context, particularly in very remote areas. By contrast, families living in 

metropolitan areas and to a lesser extent provincial areas can negotiate school choice, as they 

have access to schools across each sector (Catholic, Government and private). 

 

Table 6.2  Schools in Australia by sector and the location of provision, 2013 (N) 

Location Catholic Government Private 

Metropolitan 1042 3220 714 

Provincial 529 2598 295 

Remote 36 291 14 

Very Remote 27 239 18 

Total 1634 6348 1041 

Source and notes: Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2013 data, 
special schools excluded 
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When the Australian states and territories joined together in a Federation in 1901, all were 

already providing universal primary school education that was free, secular and compulsory 

(Campbell & Proctor, 2014). Primary schooling in Australia is not a stage where parents typically 

employ strategic school choice with any intensity. The majority of families opt for their local 

public school, which typically reflects the socio-economic context of the neighbourhood. This is 

similar to what occurs in Germany. Families trust their local public primary school to provide the 

foundations required for children in the early years, where students are taught in mixed classes. 

Student diversity in terms of academic ability has typically been managed by intra-classroom 

ability grouping, though this is changing. 

 

Residential segregation arguably has the biggest impact on comprehensive systems, whereby 

the neighbourhood school ‘for all’ becomes conflated with disadvantages arising from high 

residential segregation (Teese, 2000). Historically the comprehensive model of school 

organization was implemented in Australian cities that were ‘already segregated on class lines’ 

(Connell et al., 1982 p. 71). With no other tracks or schools currently involved in educational 

provision, the Government comprehensive high school has to take all students (regardless of 

whether they are high or low achievers) and their families. The location of the school plays a key 

role in the socio-demographics of the communities they work with. Figure 6.5 shows that the 

schools outside of the metropolitan regions bear a disproportionate amount of responsibility 

when it comes to integrating highly disadvantaged families. Schools in very remote regions 

mostly cater for the most disadvantaged families. Nearly 60% of children attending schools in 

metropolitan regions come from high or very high socio-economic families. By contrast, 86% of 

all children attending schools in very remote areas come from the most socially disadvantaged 

families (in the main indigenous children).  
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Figure 6.5 Social profile of schools by their geographic region  

 

Source:  Australian Assessment and Curriculum Reporting Authority (ACARA) data, 2014 

 

The bias inherent in geographical factors is further exacerbated by the choice practices of 

families. As opposed to other industries and sectors, markets for school education are more 

local in character (Jensen et al., 2013). When families choose where they live, this operates as 

an ‘unofficial choice market’ in terms of the schools that are available to them (Holme, 2002). 

When marketing properties, the real estate industry highlights the schools in the proximity of 

any property. Indeed, popular Government schools have a decisive impact on house values in 

their location (Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). The ‘mortgage belt’ around desirable Government 

secondary schools leads to residential zoning by schools in order to ration supply (Thrupp, 

2007b). The main real estate website in Australia has recently incorporated a school zone 

information search function, where families who are buying properties can know immediately 

which school catchment their property falls into. The website suggests that ‘securing a home 

within a boundary to a high performing school can add hundreds of thousands of dollars to a 

purchase price’ (Domain Group, 2015). Local markets of choice are less relevant to families who 

will eventually choose a non-Government school, as they do not impose geographical 



181 
 

boundaries on enrolment. Regardless, families need to be an acceptable distance from their 

school of choice in whichever sector to make them a viable option for their children. 

 

2. Schools of choice in the non-Government sector 

This section considers the features of schools that are in-demand within the non-Government 

sector. As a sector, non-Government schools include a range of orientations, ranging from 

religious schools to those that offer alternative pedagogies, such as Montessori and Steiner 

schools. The biggest consideration for families choosing to send their children to a non-

Government school is whether they are willing and able to pay the fees. To attend a non-

Government school which has a religious element (such as a Catholic, Jewish or Islamic school), 

a family may also need to be able to demonstrate that they are of the same religion. The schools 

of choice in the non-Government sector are typically those with high fees, which they are able 

to impose due to their high demand within the educational marketplace. There are schools in 

the non-Government sector that struggle to draw in families and consequently they apply less 

selection and are more comprehensive in their social intake.  

 

It is not typical for Australian families to exercise choice with respect to a school in the non-

Government sector until their children are ready to commence their secondary education. 

Positioning children into a school of choice becomes a concern for more families when their 

children reach secondary school. This is a stage of schooling when curriculum demands steadily 

increase and subject choices build the foundations for later achievement, including the 

possibility of entering a lucrative profession. Secondary education also marks a crucial point in 

time where many young people move away from parental ascendancy and start to assert 

themselves as individuals. In Australia, the transition into secondary school takes place at the 

end of the Grade 6 (though in some states it was until recently at the end of Grade 7). Figure 6.6 

shows that some families choose an early transition for their children to gain advantage, as the 
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proportion of students found in the Government sector starts to dip noticeably from Grade 5 

onwards. Pathways management around the ‘middle-years’ transition (i.e., Grades 5-8) is 

becoming increasingly important to many families (Victorian Auditor-General, 2015). The early 

transition into a non-Government school of choice before the secondary level begins is possible 

as many non-Government schools offer a combined primary-secondary program across the 

middle years (as seen in Table 6.1).  
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Figure 6.5 Proportion of students by sector across grades, 2016 (%) 

 

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics Table 80a summary table. Full-time students by Affiliation, Sex, Level and Year of Education 2016  
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Figure 6.6 shows the proportional increase of students into private and Catholic schools is 

particularly strong from Grade 7. This data suggest that non-Government schools are seen as a 

safer option for some families, particularly concerning their children’s secondary schooling. Non-

Government schools grow in their proportional intake of students as the secondary years 

progress, whilst Government schools lose their enrolment proportion. Although they start with 

the majority of students in Grade 1 (70.6 per cent), this has dropped to just over half by the final 

year of school (57.3 per cent).  

 

As discussed, non-Government schools of choice are advantaged by the system in that they 

receive a subsidy drawn from public funds and in addition they can set school fees. Schools in 

the non-Government sector have no limitations on the fees that they are able to charge families. 

In 2013, elite schools of choice in the non-Government sector were predicted to raise their 

annual fees to 30,000 Australian dollars on average, and this would be even a higher amount 

today (Marshall, Butt & Preiss, 2013). School fees are compulsory. Supplementary items such as 

school camps, student technology, excursions and extracurricular activities often come at an 

additional cost. For families who are in a dominant social and economic position, these school 

fees are not a concern and they will pay no matter how high they might rise. Many other families 

have to make a strategic and calculated choice to send their children to a non-Government 

school due to the significant financial cost. Choosing to pay school fees comes at an opportunity 

cost to any other goods and services that the family may wish to purchase. To promote 

educational opportunity, non-Government schools generally hold annual examinations for 

scholarships to facilitate opportunities for less advantaged students and their families. Some 

families place significant time and resourcing into ensuring their children are coached or tutored 

to perform well on these assessments to limit the expenditure of family resources on schooling 

(Marshall, 2014). This will be discussed in Chapter 8, which explores supplementary strategies 

of educational advantage in Germany and Australia.  
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Effectively the high fees within schools of choice in the non-Government sector serve as a social 

barrier, even with the Federal Government’s subsidies to all schools. Figure 6.5 shows clear 

differences in relative socio-economic advantage within each sectors of schooling. It is apparent 

that a higher proportion of advantaged families are found in the Catholic or private sector. By 

way of contrast, over one in three students (34.5 per cent) in the Government sector come from 

the most disadvantaged families in Australia, while close to two in five (38.5 per cent) of students 

from the most advantaged families are found in the private sector. The Catholic sector is 

arguably the most evenly spread in terms of the distribution of families by socio-educational 

advantage. 

 

Figure 6.6 Distribution of students by family socio-educational advantage quarter, by 
sector, 2014 (%) 

 

Source:  Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2014 data 
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a key factor that appeals to such families. In-demand non-Government schools of choice offer 

families the security of peer groups drawn from equally advantaged families for their children. 

Many schools also present opportunities for families to buy into the appropriate cultural 

pursuits that they desire for their children. Non-Government schools offer a plethora of activities 

for young people, including hockey, rowing, cultural exchanges, high-tech enabled classrooms, 

amongst many others. Teese argues that ‘no doubt parents derive other benefits’ including 

‘mixing with the “right” children, extra-curricular programs, counselling services, excellent 

facilities, and a dash of religion to humanise a project which might too readily be judged by fee-

levels and four-wheel drives’ (Teese, 2007, p. 50). Non-Government schools offer a range of 

opportunities in their activities which they promote to families as a unique package of options 

that opens up a limitless realm of possibilities to their children. 

 

Non-Government schools of choice go to great lengths to appeal to students and their families. 

After all, their survival is dependent on their competing in the market and attracting ever greater 

numbers of families. Families are encouraged to tour the school of their choice. School of choice 

generally have lavish grounds, buildings and facilities. The symbolic value of this far exceeds the 

price that families are obliged to pay for their children’s education. It is a very clear sign of their 

efforts to position their children at a relative advantage to others. These schools proudly 

highlight their supposedly unique character, replete with a school motto, a distinctive school 

uniform and other markers of an elite atmosphere. Non-Government schools produce slick 

marketing campaigns and engage in ‘impression management’ that taps into families’ desires 

for their children, as well as feeding on their anxieties for the future (Angus, 2015, p.396). Non-

Government schools of choice manage the discourse of ATAR achievement far better than 

Government schools, deliberately conveying an impression of a long tradition of achievement 

that ensures scholastic excellence for the children of families who enter their hallowed domains. 

This does not come without a cost to the school, with a recent report describing how at least 
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three top Melbourne private schools hire boutique public relationships firms to promote their 

students’ results, with ever more intense efforts being made to market their supposedly unique 

brands (Jacks & Mannix, 2015).  

  

Teese describes how schools in the non-Government sector have realigned to recognize 

competitive advantage ‘as the core business of schools, while more traditional objectives such 

as social training, family networking and cultural integration, are seen as dependent upon 

scholastic success’ (Teese, 1989, p. 402). Campbell and Proctor describe how from the initial 

foundation of schooling in Australia non-Government schools developed strong control over the 

character of secondary education, mainly catering to the interests of middle class and ruling 

class families (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). Across all Australian states and territories, non-

Government schools of choice continue to dominate the academic curriculum and their students 

are often high-achievers when it comes to achieving the highest ATAR scores. Students from 

non-Government schools then go on to dominate the enrolment in all the most academically 

selective courses at university, which unsurprisingly have the highest financial payoff in the 

labour market (Teese, 2007).   

 

Schools of choice in the non-Government sector need to be results driven, no matter what the 

other forms of curricular engagement and opportunities they offer to young people and their 

families. Private schools in particular have long specialized in academic learning (Teese, 1989). 

One private school teacher in Melbourne writing an opinion piece in the local paper suggests 

that ‘I have yet to meet a parent who sends their son or daughter to school so they can pass 

some “happiness” index. It’s all about the ATAR’ (Bantick, 2014, para. 11). Non-Government 

schools are able to exploit a hierarchical and culturally conservative curriculum to their 

advantage (Teese, 1989). In an academically competitive environment where more students 

than ever complete the school-leaving certificate, non-Government schools have successfully 
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managed to promote themselves as schools that guarantee the high academic achievement. The 

key dimension attracting families to these schools, and the way that schools distinguish 

themselves from each other, is the way that they are able to deliver results in a race that has 

been heavily tipped in their favour. 

 

Non-Government schools in demand are some of the most protected school sites across the 

whole education system. In a way that is comparable to the Gymnasien in Germany, they have 

the most control over their student intake, whether through school fees or other admissions 

requirements. Unlike public schools, which need to provide open-access to all young people in 

their area, non-Government schools have no residential zoning. Non-government schools in 

demand can accept whoever they choose and most importantly they can also export academic 

failure, or low student achievement. Not only this, they are able to accumulate economic 

resources due to the combination of fees and Government subsidies. These resources can in 

turn be used to accumulate social and cultural resources in the form of expert teachers, learning 

materials and opportunities for students to achieve. It is little wonder that families who have 

the financial means to pay the school fees typically decide that a non-Government school of 

choice represents the safest option for their child in the final years of schooling. 

 

3. Schools of choice in the Government sector 

Recent reforms have refashioned the publicly-funded Government sector along quasi-market 

principles, with public schools being encouraged to differentiate themselves and cater to choice 

practices. Rather than seeing themselves as operating as part of a wider comprehensive system, 

Government schools effectively compete with one another for enrolments (this is in addition to 

the competitive threat posed by the non-Government sector). Structural levers in the hands of 

central bureaucracies which were once used to manage the Government system have been 

devolved. These market-orientated reforms have been variously enacted across Australian 
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states and territories with a range of impacts. The Government sector is now effectively an 

atomised collection of schools, very similar to the loose linkages found in the non-Government 

sector.  

 

Aspirational families know that the Government sector is coarsely divided into select schools 

that are in-demand, while there are others that are regarded as schools to avoid at all costs. In-

demand public schools are typically running one of two models of educational provision – they 

are either wholly selective, or they offer partially selective programs within the school. Either 

way in-demand public schools have the benefit of being able to be most selective with respect 

to their student intake. They are effectively over-supplied with enrolments from families. Their 

selective practices are distinct from those used by schools in the non-Government sector. Public 

schools of choice are likely to select students according to academic achievement or geographic 

factors where they impose a tighter catchment or zoning restriction on their enrolment to 

restrict families from outside the area gaining access for their children. Public schools are not 

able to set school fees, which means that they cannot use the willingness of families to pay fees 

as a requirement of entry, unlike the practices of selection found in the non-Government sector.  

 

Many states in Australia have a set of public secondary schools which operate exclusively as 

select-entry based on academic achievement. The number of these schools varies by 

jurisdiction. Yet they commonly hold significant social and cultural cache and are typically 

located in the metropolitan capital cities. As with the Gymnasium, these wholly select-entry 

schools demand high achievement from their students at all times and are for the secondary 

years only. These schools operate in quite different ways from the comprehensive model of 

organization. Their ability to secure continual high achievement is based on their capacity to 

cream off the high achievers and relatively advantaged families from other Government schools. 

Fully selective-entry public schools often feature as the top-performing schools by student 
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achievement in the upper years of the curriculum, even above student achievement in non-

Government schools. The family demand to access these schools far exceeds their capacity to 

provide places, as they offer the guarantee of high achievement with little financial cost.  

 

Aside from the fully selective schools, other in-demand public schools are those that have 

created within-school tracks. Within-school choices facilitate differentiation within a common-

school boundary. Within-school strategies are typically mobilized in systems that have a strong 

comprehensive character, including the United States and the United Kingdom. These strategies 

co-exist with choice practices. The creation of within-school tracks to segregate identified ‘high-

achievers’ from the wider student cohort have proven to be popular with aspirational families. 

Within-school tracks in a public school are perceived by families as minimizing risk for they offer 

a protected social space, where students find themselves within a socially engineered peer 

group that is more orientated towards academic success than the rest of the student cohort at 

that school. The wider school community’s context is typically far more diverse. Within-school 

strategies also prove popular to teachers within public schools as they provide ‘a professionally 

sanctioned and supposedly neutral means’ to sort students and diminish the expectations of 

certain families over others (Teese, 1989, p. 246). Other forms of tracked provision are occurring 

within the Government sector through the offer of certain subject specializations (e.g. a 

technology school or a performing arts school). Schools of choice in the Government sector have 

proven adept at generating inter-school distinctions that appeal to aspirational families and 

shore up an enrolment base from families who are relatively advantaged. 

 

But not all schools are in-demand. There are certain public schools, which some families seek to 

avoid at all costs. It is in these schools that the negative impact of choice practice is evident. 

These schools are regarded as residualized, where low student enrolment is apparent and the 

disadvantages are cumulative. The ramifications of choice-practice in the Government sector is 
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summed up by one Principal in the following way: ‘You don’t go into the restaurant that is empty. 

You go into the one with people in it’ (Cook, 2018f, para 1.). Teese describes this as the division 

of the schools system into ‘strong and weak sectors’ where success is concentrated into secure 

sites which are ‘scarcely touched by failure’ (Teese, 2000, p. 208). Failure is driven into the other. 

These exposed schools sit are the periphery ‘where inhabitants defend themselves against the 

demands of the curriculum only with difficulty, and often with heavy losses’ (Teese, 2000, p. 

208). Not all families in Australia are able to mobilize choice to equal effect. Schools of choice 

meet the aspirations of certain families, but their protected nature within the overall system 

comes at a cost to the overall systemic provision of quality schooling for all.  

 

The devalued comprehensive model of provision through choice 

Australia’s nominally comprehensive system is one where all students progress towards the one 

school-leaving certificate within the same school track. Students are not formally separated into 

other pathways (except in Victoria) and all young people can complete the school-leaving 

certificate. The majority of young people attain this, although it remains elusive for key groups 

of young people, most notably those from disadvantaged family backgrounds. In the conditions 

of mass access to schooling, students who do not complete the school-leaving certificate are 

made more vulnerable than they were previously.  

 

The open model of educational provision does not lessen the determination of families to 

employ strategies of choice. In fact, families are encouraged to operate choice with considerable 

scope in the Australian context. The education system has been recalibrated towards market-

driven practices as a result of two key Federal Government education policies: public subsidies 

of choice and the development of technologies to inform choice. These reforms have changed 

the contexts in which schools operate and they have transformed how families strategize to 

support their children’s schooling. They have not led to any improvement in Australia’s PISA 
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performance on measures of equity or quality. Rather than a focus on improving educational 

provision on behalf of all children in Australian society, government policy has been driven by 

the perception that schools will improve their performance by competing in an educational 

market. Governments have effectively surrendered the oversight they might operate in 

maintaining the system as a whole to the arbitrariness of individuals exercising choice with 

respect to the ‘best’ school to send their children. Social policy has been jettisoned in the 

interests of (artificially) constructing a market, where the indices of performance are measures, 

such as ATAR scores and NAPLAN results, which are sensitive to the relative social power of the 

consumer. 

 

The contest for upward mobility achieved through educational success is structured largely 

around the final years of schooling. Families manage their children’s schooling pathways and 

use choice to best set up their children to be prepared for the final climax at the end of secondary 

school. The dominant schooling paradigm in Australia is that a family needs to engage in choice, 

or else they will risk their child’s future opportunities. Three important features inform how 

families in Australia mobilize choice. Families initially consider their local markets of choice, the 

non-Government schools of choice and finally the public schools of choice available to them. 

Families seek the most secure site for their children to be able to meet the curriculum demands 

placed on them in the high-stakes final years. Not all schools prepare students equally well, as 

there are schools of choice in every sector that operate in a position of relative advantage to 

others. 

 

A key foundational principle to an education system that is designed in a comprehensive way is 

that it should create the operating conditions whereby ‘all schools are equally good’, and hence, 

parents have no need to ‘choose’ schools (Ylonen, 2009, p.21). Encouraging choice and 

differentiation between schools is in fact fundamentally contrary to a comprehensive model of 
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educational provision. The elevation of choice also compromises conversations that should be 

had at a systemic level around how all schools can improve. Instead choice atomises schools and 

often leads to social engineering in terms of their school cohort. This question provides the focus 

of Chapter 10, when the Germany and Australia are compared for similarities and differences. 

 

This chapter has described in broad terms how education structures influence the way families 

operationalize school choice at a national level in Australia. There are, however, key differences 

in how parents mobilize choice according to the state or territory in which they live, as each 

jurisdiction organizes its schools in their own way and has undertaken distinctive reforms. The 

next chapter takes into account family strategies within two key Australian states – Victoria and 

New South Wales. 
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 Localized strategies within Victoria and New South 

Wales 
 

Taking a comprehensive picture of schooling at a national level within a comparative study risks 

overlooking what is occurring at the state or local level. This chapter looks at the structural 

features of schooling within the two largest states in Australia - Victoria and New South Wales 

(NSW). How are the strategies adopted by families shaped by each state’s distinctive context? 

Significant differences exist between Victoria and NSW, and what follows is an attempt to tease 

out those differences in order to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of how parents 

mobilize strategies of choice within Australia. 

 

Germany and Australia are typically juxtaposed with one another in comparative studies in order 

to emphasize the differences between them, but they also have much in common, most notably 

the fact that both are federal jurisdictions where education policymaking and its 

implementation is a joint action on the part of both State and Federal Governments. Policy 

statements at a federal level may suggest that Australia has a unified educational system – we 

need only think of the policy pronouncements that are periodically issued such as the National 

Declaration of Goals for Young Australians (Ministerial Council on Education Employment 

Training and Youth Affairs, 2008). But closer analysis produces a much more complex picture. In 

Australia there are six states and two territories. These have education systems that are broadly 

aligned with one another. Yet each system continues to reflect unique characteristics that are a 

product of historic differences. The states and territories were shaped by various social, political 

and economic factors that go right back to European colonization. Each state has a distinctive 

history with respect to the way its school system emerged and developed – giving rise to 

enduring differences between the states. The differences are further compounded by the way 

they have each taken up reforms introduced at a federal level. Policy implementation continues 
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to be characterized by a dialectic between the educational culture and institutional structures 

in each state and federal mandates.  

 

Rather than structuring this chapter into two parts, as was done with the examples of Bavaria 

and Hamburg in the German context, the following discussion proceeds by placing the Victorian 

and NSW education systems alongside one another. The chapter begins by describing federal 

arrangements with respect to educational policy in Australia. Then the structural characteristics 

and pathways towards each state’s school-leaving certificates are considered. The chapter 

elaborates on the three dimensions of parental choice, namely local markets of choice, school 

of choice in the non-Government and schools of choice in the Government sector, using 

concrete examples from Victoria and NSW. The manner in which each state distorts the model 

of comprehensive educational provision and the interaction this has with parental choice is 

discussed in the conclusion. 

 

Australia – federal jurisdiction in terms of policymaking 

Australia is a jurisdiction where policy making is divided between two branches of Government. 

Traditionally the Federal or Commonwealth Government has had responsibility for economic 

policy whilst states are responsible for key social infrastructure, such as health and education. 

The Federal Government, however, has increasingly intervened in education policy over the past 

few decades. Some of the reforms that have been particularly influential include the public 

funding of choice and technologies to inform choice. Other recent interventions include reforms 

to initial teacher education 

(https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/action_now_classroom_ready_teacher

s_accessible.pdf), national funding grants to support specific educational initiatives and reforms 

(e.g. teacher and leadership development) (COAG, 2008), as well as the development and 

implementation of a nationally consistent primary and secondary school curriculum called the 

https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/action_now_classroom_ready_teachers_accessible.pdf
https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/action_now_classroom_ready_teachers_accessible.pdf
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Australian Curriculum (https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/). It is noteworthy that none 

of these reforms has been introduced specifically to counter poor PISA performance, as has 

occurred in Germany. Nevertheless, the declared aspiration of the Federal and State 

Governments is for the Australian school system by 2025 to be of high quality and highly 

equitable by international standards and for Australian students to be placed in the top five 

within each subject domain on PISA (COAG, 2008). International benchmarks, in short, play a 

key role in supporting policy initiatives in educational policy as it is enunciated by both major 

parties. 

 

Each state and territory has a unique education system design which interacts differently with 

the educational strategies of advantage implemented by families, particularly with respect to 

choice of school. The two case studies featured here – Victoria and NSW—are the two largest 

states in Australia in terms of their economies and populations (they are, indeed, traditional 

rivals, with Melbourne soon to overtake Sydney as the largest capital city in Australia). These 

two states have the largest range of schools for families to choose from, and each operates an 

educational system that is many times larger than those in other states. Some of the other 

smaller states (e.g. Tasmania or South Australia) might have provided interesting case-studies 

for the purposes of a comparative analysis, as would those states catering for a significantly 

larger geographical area (e.g. Western Australia or Queensland), but comparing NSW and 

Victoria provides a good opportunity to show the differences between two states that might at 

first appear to be similar. It is not possible to collapse them together. Each has its own history 

and policy landscape, and these must be taken into account in any attempt to reach an 

understanding of the way families mobilize strategies in each jurisdiction. 

 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/
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Victoria and New South Wales 

Victoria is a south-eastern state on the mainland continent of Australia (see Figure 7.1). It was 

one of the earlier colonial settlements which developed extensively with the wealth 

accumulated during the gold rush of the mid 19th century. According to the latest census, Victoria 

has a population of over six million residents (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b). It is 

Australia’s fastest growing jurisdiction, particularly in the capital city of Melbourne, primarily 

due to natural population increase and strong overseas migration (SGS Economics and Planning, 

n.d.; Victorian Auditor-General, 2017). The majority of Victoria’s population live in Melbourne 

in an approximate ten kilometre ring around the city centre, while at the same time a distinct 

urban sprawl is pushing out the city’s boundary (Coffee, Lange & Baker, 2016). Victoria’s 

population is very multicultural. More than one in four Victorians (28 per cent) are born 

overseas, and the three most common languages households speak at home other than English 

include Mandarin, Italian and Greek (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b).  

 
Figure 7.1 Map of Australia with the two case study states identified - Victoria and New 
South Wales 
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The state of New South Wales (NSW) was the first of the British colonies established in Australia. 

It is Australia’s largest state in terms of population with close to seven and a half million 

residents (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a). It has the picturesque harbourside city of 

Sydney as its capital, which is currently Australia’s most populous city (Terrill, Batrouney, Ha & 

Hourani, 2018). The populations of the two capital cities of each state featured in this chapter 

grew at rates amongst the highest in the developed world over the past five years to 2016 (Terrill 

et al., 2018). Over one-third of the population in NSW are born in a country other than Australia 

with high proportions coming particularly from China, England, India, New Zealand and the 

Philippines. Over one quarter (26.5 per cent) of households in NSW speak a language other than 

English at home (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a).  

 

School structures  

Victoria was a leader in the widespread introduction of free and secular Government primary 

schooling within Australia as a result of the Education Act in 1872 (Cahill & Gray, 2010). Victoria 

offers seven years of common primary school from what is known as ‘Prep’ or a preparatory 

year until Grade 6. Students start school when they are over five years old. NSW also has seven 

years of primary school from Kindergarten until the end of Grade 6. Primary schools across 

Australia follow a common curriculum design with a similar learning progression. At the end of 

Grade 6, students in Victoria and NSW transition into the secondary years of schooling which 

start from Grade 7.  

 

The range of choice available to families when it comes to selecting a secondary school for their 

children has always varied state by state. In Victoria, aside from the choices between the 

Government, Catholic and private sectors, there were previously two types of secondary schools 

in existence within the Government sector. The Victorian education system until the 1980s was 

structured as a dual system with technical schools for those who planned to take a vocationally 
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orientated pathway and secondary schools for those seeking an academic pathway (Teese, 

2014). The comprehensive system in Victoria brought about by the amalgamation of the two 

pathways remains the dominant mode of provision today. However, all schools – public, 

Catholic, and private– are required to deliver the same curriculum, as accredited by the Victorian 

Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA). Students in public, Catholic and private secondary 

schools can choose between subjects in either academic or vocational areas to complete the 

school-leaving certificate awarded at the end of Grade 12 called the Victorian Certificate of 

Education (VCE). Throughout the comprehensive reforms and remodelling of the system over 

time, only two fully-selective public academic secondary schools were preserved in Victoria 

(Melbourne High School, MacRobertson Girls' High School) and now there are two more (Nossal 

High School and Suzanne Cory High School). Many public schools are embracing partially 

selective programs which are discussed in the latter parts of this chapter. 

 

By contrast, NSW is characterized by a more hierarchical arrangement of secondary schools than 

in any other state or territory, with families being able to choose between either a 

comprehensive, selective, or partially selective public secondary school, in addition to the 

diverse range of schools found within the non-Government sector (Ho, 2017a; Sriprakash, 

Proctor & Hu, 2015). This breadth of school types persists despite NSW reorganizing their 

schools along comprehensive principles in the 1950s, through reforms known as the Wyndham 

Scheme (Sherington & Campbell, 2006). The reforms amalgamated the various junior technical, 

home science, intermediate, post-primary and academic high schools into one comprehensive 

school system which was designed to be socially integrative and co-educational (Sherington & 

Campbell, 2006). Crucially, however, the sub-system of selective schools within the Government 

sector was retained due to social demand from families. The survival of selective schools within 

the Government sector over the course of subsequent decades of reform is unique to NSW. NSW 



200 
 

consistently has the highest proportion of students enrolled in either selective or partially-

selective public schools than anywhere else in Australia (Ho, 2017a).  

 

NSW has the biggest Government school system in Australia. Unlike Victoria, which in the 1990s 

embarked on a radical program of decentralization and marketization of public schools, NSW 

did not undertake marketized neo-liberal reforms in education with anything like the same 

tenacity. The NSW Government did not decentralize the public system and the central 

authorities still retain controls over all schools. By contrast, Victoria has one of the world’s most 

devolved education systems (Jensen, et al., 2013). This was done in the belief that state 

intervention should be kept at a minimum, with each school given significant autonomy to 

manage its own budget and staff recruitment (Caldwell & Hayward, 1998). The reforms 

promoted the ‘virtually unfettered right’ for families to choose a school for their child. All schools 

effectively were brought into competition with one another for student enrolment, leading to 

competition between Government schools and the abandonment of residential restrictions or 

‘zoning’ (Caldwell & Hayward, 1998, p. 139). It is worth noting that this high level of autonomy 

in Victoria has not resulted in the improvements that were envisaged to justify the reforms, as 

Victorian students do not consistently outperform students in more centralized states (including 

NSW) on national or international assessments (Jensen et al., 2013). 

 

Curricular and school-leaving certificates differentiation 

The structures of schooling within each Australian state are designed to take students towards 

the completion of a comparable school-leaving certificate awarded at the end of Grade 12. All 

Victorian students in every school have the opportunity to follow a pathway towards the 

secondary school-leaving certificate called the Victoria Certificate of Education (VCE). However, 

Victorian students in certain schools can elect to undertake another certificate called the 

Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) instead of the VCE. This certificate awards a 
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nominally equivalent level of educational attainment and grants entrance into post-compulsory 

higher-level study, although most crucially students who complete VCAL are not awarded an 

ATAR. The proportion of students who complete VCAL is not insignificant. Close to one-third 

(30.2 per cent) of students who took part in a school-leaving survey in 2014 completed VCAL 

rather than the VCE (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2014). The 

provision of VCAL is an interesting comment on comprehensive provision in Victoria, as its 

existence seems to point to gaps or failings in the VCE, the curriculum that all schools in Victoria 

are supposed to provide in order to give all students an opportunity to complete their secondary 

education successfully. 

 

Victoria is the only state to offer students the choice to obtain one of two school-leaving 

certificates. In theory VCAL provides an equivalent certificate and keeps students engaged in 

learning, whilst in practice many schools use it as a tool to promote within-school streaming. 

Students are stratified into learning tracks determined by the school leaving certificate pathway 

(VCE or VCAL) sometimes as early as Grade 9. The two Victorian school-leaving certificates make 

different cognitive demands of students and families. The VCE is regarded as high-stakes, while 

VCAL holds a less favourable reputation and in some ways it has taken on the stigma that VET 

holds within Australian education (Teese, 2007). The incorporation of VET subjects into 

Australian schools can be perceived as a ‘conservative strategy’ or a ‘form of social engineering’ 

to expand educational participation without trespassing on the high-prestige academic streams 

(Shavit & Müller, 1998; Teese, 2011).  

 

Moreover, not all schools are equally involved in the provision of VCAL. The decentralized system 

means that it is a school-level decision as to whether VCAL will be offered as an option alongside 

the VCE. VCAL is typically not found within public schools that are perceived by aspirational 

families as schools of choice for their children. Victorian families, like most in Australia, have an 
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almost exclusive focus on university-level attainment for their children. Many are successful in 

this, with the state recently recording the highest ever proportion of university enrolment of 

students who had completed the VCE (54.3 per cent) (Department of Education and Early 

Childhood Development, 2014). Schools do not market their credentials to prospective families 

through their VCAL achievements. It is the VCE which has the pulling power and desirability 

amongst advantaged and aspirational families.  

 

From a systemic viewpoint, the delivery of two secondary school-leaving certificates which 

constitute Grade 12 attainment has greatly improved academic persistence within the state of 

Victoria. Figure 7.2 shows the Grade 12 attainment rate in Victoria, NSW and Australia. It is clear 

that from the initial year of the state running VCAL (2011), the Victorian Grade 12 attainment 

rate was lifted above the national rate as well as the rate in NSW. Prior to this point in time, the 

Grade 12 attainment rate was fairly comparable between NSW and Victoria. In 2016, 80 per cent 

of Victorian students finished the final year of secondary school whilst in NSW close to three-

quarters (73 per cent) finished secondary school.
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Figure 7.2 Grade 12 attainment rate in NSW, Victoria and Australia, 2009-2016 (%) 

 

 

Source and notes:  Australian Government Department of Education and Training derived from data supplied by state and territory Curriculum, Assessment and 
Certification Authorities; ABS, Cat. No. 3101.0, Australian Demographic Statistics, Estimated Residential Population. 
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Further differentiation through the provision of various school-leaving certificates within 

Victoria is also apparent in the uptake of the International Baccalaureate (IB), although the 

number of students who undertake this certificate is not large (0.1 per cent in 2014) 

(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2014). The IB sits at the 

opposing end of the school-leaving certificate hierarchy to VCAL. It is offered mostly by 

schools in the private sector, a strategic decision as they seek market share amongst 

advantaged and status-conscious families who can afford their fees and may seek out a 

more internationally recognized credential for their children. Two Victorian public schools 

also offer the IB. In NSW no public school offers the IB and it is only established as a 

learning pathway within the non-Government sector.  

 

In NSW, every secondary school, whether a comprehensive public, non-Government 

(private or Catholic), partially selective or selective public school facilitates student 

pathways towards the Higher School Certificate (HSC). Previously students had to 

complete the School Certificate awarded at the end of Grade 10 to be able to undertake 

the HSC qualification. The award of this intermediate certificate does not occur today. 

Students who do not complete the HSC and drop out of schooling prior to Grade 12 receive 

a Record of School of Achievement (ROSA). There is no other equivalent certificate of 

Grade 12 attainment within NSW. 

 

Local markets of choice 

Local markets and geography play a big role in determining the school choices that families 

negotiate, particularly at the secondary level. It is important to acknowledge spatial 

factors of choice, as marketized educational reform envisages that families should be free 

and unconstrained when they choose a school for their child. In reality, however, the local 
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schooling markets determined by where a family lives are fundamental. After all, families 

need to ensure that they or their child can commute to the school easily at the required 

times.  

 

Figure 7.3 shows the distribution of Victoria’s population by the proportion of adults who 

hold a postgraduate university qualification according to the latest census data (2016). The 

greatest proportion of adults who hold university postgraduate qualifications live around 

Melbourne, while families living in regional and rural areas tend to be less likely to have a 

university-level qualification. The location of three different types of secondary schools 

(public, Catholic, private) is also identified. Public secondary schools are evenly distributed 

across all communities, while there is a thin distribution of schools from the non-

Government sector in rural and regional areas. It is apparent that beyond the boundaries 

of metropolitan Melbourne there is simply less choice in general for families in terms of 

secondary education. In many communities, there is no option for families to choose a 

secondary school in the non-Government sector. This could be associated with non-

Government schools requiring viable markets to obtain student enrolment. They also need 

to be situated within communities that can afford to meet their fees, which is less possible 

in a regional or rural area where the population is less likely to be working in a highly skilled 

or professional occupation. The way geography intersects with the provision of schooling 

and the choices available to parents in Victoria is not dissimilar to what occurs in NSW. 
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Figure 7.3 Distribution of Victorian secondary schools by type (Public, Catholic, 
private) by proportion of people in area who hold a postgraduate 
qualification 

 

 

Source and notes:  All schools with secondary or mixed primary/secondary are mapped. 
Proportion of people in area with postgraduate qualifications derived from 
Australian Bureau of Statistics census data 2016 ‘Education and 
Employment’ using SA4 regional boundaries 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/1410.02012-
17?OpenDocument. Victorian secondary school locations from 
Department of Education and Training 2015 

https://www.data.vic.gov.au/data/dataset/victorian-schools-
location-2015.  

 

It is apparent that the closer the family is to the city, the greater the choice of secondary 

school for their child. The educational markets in Melbourne and Sydney are crowded with 

a proliferation of choices. Families in the metropolitan region describe choosing a 

https://www.data.vic.gov.au/data/dataset/victorian-schools-location-2015
https://www.data.vic.gov.au/data/dataset/victorian-schools-location-2015
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secondary school for their child as ‘overwhelming’, given that they have the opportunity 

to negotiate entry to schools across the Government and non-Government sector with 

various entry requirements (Stewart, 2017). Newspaper reports suggest that as a result 

some families are turning to ‘education consultants’ to assist them in finding an 

appropriate school for their child (Stewart, 2017). This sits in stark contrast to the lone 

choice that families have in regional and rural areas, where the local public secondary 

school is the only option they have. There are some families who are particularly 

advantaged in rural or regional areas who may be able to send their children to boarding 

schools within the city. 

 

Non-Government schools of choice  

The non-Government sector has deep historical roots within Victoria and NSW. Many 

Victorian non-Government schools were founded during the period stretching from the 

1850s to the 1880s, as the city expanded with wealth and population through the gold 

rushes and accordingly all the major churches established schools (Sherington & Campbell, 

2006). In NSW various non-Government schools representative of all major Christian 

churches were founded from the 1880s to the 1930s (Sherington & Campbell, 2006). The 

private schools that were established during this era took the Grammar schools in the 

United Kingdom as their model, something that is apparent in their architecture and the 

school traditions they developed. These schools were some of the first in both states to 

provide secondary level education as well as prepare students to meet the necessary 

entrance requirements for university. The subsequent development of the Government 

system of secondary schooling to widen the social access to secondary and tertiary 

education was met with resistance by private schools (Teese, 1989). Since this time, public 

secondary schools have always operated ‘under a shadow of inferiority’ to the private 
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sector (Teese, 1989, p. 238). Davies maintains that many of these private schools were and 

remain ‘fundamental to the production of social hierarchies in contemporary Australian 

society, and to the creation of social identities for those groups who benefitted most from 

such hierarchies’ (Davies, 2000, p. 4).  

 

The non-Government sector in both NSW and Victoria, most notably private schools, have 

mastered the academic competitive curriculum and thrive in the highly competitive 

assessment environment presented by the common school-leaving certificate within 

Australia. They are also benefited by the organization of the curriculum, which privilege 

the cultural capital that their students typically bring to school. During the massification 

era of secondary education, private schools did significant work in transitioning from an 

‘uncompetitive and academically ineffectual sector, focused more on traditional patterns 

of status conservation’ to become ‘the academic pace-setters, engine-rooms of powerful 

scholastic achievement’ (Davies, 2000, p. 51). It is not surprising that some families reason 

that it may be in their child’s strategic interest to undertake secondary schooling within a 

non-Government rather than a public school, notwithstanding the benefits they may 

foresee in their child being given membership to an alumni network upon completing 

Grade 12.  

 

Figure 7.4 shows that the far majority of families keep their children in Government sector 

primary schools in both states (68.5 per cent and 70.2 per cent). There are similar 

proportions of families who choose a private primary school (roughly one in ten) or a 

Catholic primary school (roughly two in ten) within each state. As with most states and 

territories, it is mostly in the secondary years that more Victorian and NSW families start 

to strategically operationalize practices of choice into the non-Government sector.  
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Figure 7.4 Students in primary, junior secondary and upper secondary years by 

sector and state (%) 

 

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Cat. No. 4221.0, Schools, Australia 

 

Since the late 1940s, Victorian families have been the most avid in their consumption of 

private schooling out of all other Australian states (Davies, 2000). The higher preference 

for private schools is noticeable in Figure 7.4, with the proportion of students in the private 

secondary schools higher in Victoria than in NSW. Figure 7.4 shows that the increase of 

students into the private sector is more distinct in Victoria, with a 10.1 per cent growth in 

the private enrolment proportion noticeable from primary to upper-secondary. In Victoria, 

the proportion of students in Catholic schools remains fairly consistent throughout the 

stages of schooling, while in NSW there is a proportional increase in Catholic schools across 

the various stages of schooling right up until upper secondary. A slightly higher proportion 

of NSW rather than Victorian families remain in Government secondary schools 

throughout all stages of schooling, for reasons explained in the next section.  
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Figure 7.5 illustrates the top-performing schools in terms of subject achievement on each 

state’s respective school-leaving certificates. In Victoria, over three-quarters (76 per cent) 

of the top-achieving schools are private schools, whilst in NSW the proportion is only 60 

per cent. Only five Catholic schools in Victoria and no Catholic schools in NSW are 

identified as high-achievers. In both states, selective Government schools succeed in a way 

that is comparable with private schools, even to a point of surpassing the private sector. 

Figure 7.5 shows the NSW Government selective schools dominate academically with all 

18 schools identified as high achievers. Similarly all four Government selective schools in 

operation within Victoria are also in the top 50. Only a handful of comprehensive 

Government secondary schools in both states are identified as reaching a similar level of 

academic excellence. 

 
Figure 7.5 The top 50 high achieving secondary schools in terms of their 

performance in the VCE in Victoria and the HSC in NSW, 2017. 
 

New South Wales     Victoria 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Extracted from https://bettereducation.com.au/ using data from the 
Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority; NSW Education Standards 
Authority 
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cohort with which the majority of these schools work. Year after year private schools 

dominate the awards list of top-performing schools in both Victoria and NSW. The prestige 

associated with this performance feeds the demand for their services from families. The 

results do not take into account how schools of choice within the non-Government sector 

often have high-fees which ensure their student cohort is from advantaged families who 

are best placed to support their children’s education. Further to this, they offer lucrative 

scholarships to some high achievers whose families may not be able to meet the fee 

structure. The results achieved by these students eventually contribute to the school’s 

overall strong academic performance, thus further enhancing its reputation. 

 

Non-Government schools of choice in NSW and Victoria offer families what is described 

by some as a ‘bespoke’ or personally-tailored education for their children, which is well-

matched to an overall education system orientated around choice (Munro 2018). They 

present families who are in their geographic vicinity and able to pay their fees with a way 

to realize status differentiation for their children. Their constant conspicuous performance 

is evident in their claims to produce the ‘whole child’, one with a ‘market edge’ 

(Meadmore & Meadmore, 2004, p. 375). Private schools in particular are able to present 

their capacity to offer status differentiation to families, their variable fees making their 

‘reputation for social exclusiveness almost inevitable’ (Davies, 2000, p. 51). Schools in the 

non-Government sector, particularly private schools, trade on their ability to market their 

students’ high-achievement to partially assure families the fulfilment of their aspirations 

for their children to gain entry into prestigious university courses. The pressure placed on 

private schools to attract families can be immense, something that recently became 

evident when the VCAA, the central curriculum and assessment authority in Victoria asked 

two private schools to remove misleading information on their websites as they had 

conflated their students’ VCE and IB scores (Cook, 2018d).  
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Government sector schools of choice  

Public schools in high demand within Victoria and NSW are those that are fully-selective 

with their student intake. The provision of public selective schooling is very different 

within each state. Traditionally there were three fully-selective schools in Victoria which 

were founded when the school system as a whole was being developed. Regarded by 

many as the ‘flagships of public secondary education in Victoria’ all schools are located in 

the heart of the city of Melbourne and two continue with fully-selective intake practices 

(Teese, 2014, p. 58). Due to their high demand, two more fully-selective public secondary 

schools were recently established within the wider metropolitan region of Melbourne. The 

demand for fully-selective public schools by families far outstrips their supply. Information 

provided for families states clearly that ‘application for Victorian Government selective 

entry high schools is a highly competitive process, with thousands of students across the 

state applying for less than 1,000 places’ (Department of Education and Training, 2018, 

p.9).  

 

Fully-selective public schools in Victoria differ in their intake practices to the fully-selective 

public schools in NSW. Fully-selective schools in Victoria only run from Grade 9 through to 

Grade 12 and specialize in preparing students for the upper-secondary curriculum and 

assessment. To gain access to these fully-selective schools students have to sit a three-

hour entrance examination, comprising six tests designed across various skill areas. 

Victorian selective public schools are also mandated to draw from students across the 

system, and this means that they are only able to select a maximum of five Grade 8 

students from each secondary school.  

 

NSW stands in contrast to the other Australian states as there is a ‘network’ of fully-

selective and partially selective schools across the Government sector (Sriprakash et al., 
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2015, p. 430). Partially-selective schools separate students identified as high-achievers 

from the rest of the student cohort and isolate their provision of teaching and learning 

from Grade 7. NSW has more selective public schools in comparison to every other 

Australian state and territory and their number is expanding. Figure 7.6 shows the majority 

of these schools are located within the city of Sydney, but unlike Victoria there are some 

schools in regional hubs as well. Despite the other types of schools in the Government 

sector being known as ‘comprehensive’ schools, their provision is effectively distorted by 

the network of selective and partially selective schools, which draw out the high achieving 

students from other schools. Fully comprehensive provision is arguably really only found 

in rural or regional areas where family choice is ‘controlled or restricted by geographic 

factors (Sherington & Campbell, 2006, p. 151). 

 

Figure 7.6 Map of NSW with the partial and fully selective schools mapped 

 

Source and notes:  Coordinates of schools provided by the NSW Government, Department of 
Education, Statistics Unit, Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation. 
https://data.nsw.gov.au/data/dataset/ccb35a2f-c864-4537-8a71-
8add3bf81960/gmd 
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Selective public schools in NSW face unprecedented demand from families. For Grade 7 

entry in 2018, there were more than 14,458 applicants for 4,226 places in selective schools 

(Smith, 2017). Accessing a selective school in NSW takes a similar competitive entrance 

examination to that in Victoria. Students sit the examination earlier as selective public 

secondary schools in NSW start from Grade 7. There is no limitation on student entry into 

NSW selective schools according to where their family lives. 

 

Traditionally NSW families were only able to mobilize school choice into fully-selective 

Government schools during the secondary years, but social demand is growing at the 

primary level too. Ho charts the growth in the last 20 years of Opportunity Classes (OCs) 

that run an accelerated curriculum for high-achieving students in Grade 5 and Grade 6 (Ho, 

2017a). Current figures suggest that there are 76 NSW primary schools with such 

Opportunity Classes which are subject to stringent availability (NSW Department of 

Education, 2017). This fairly recent development distorts the previously common practice 

of no formal tracking or streaming of students in Australian primary schools. In fact, the 

streaming of students from Grade 5 within the Opportunity Classes brings the NSW system 

into alignment with the practices occurring in some German states.  

 

The context by which selective schools operate is significantly different from that of 

regular public schools. Schools that are wholly selective effectively control intake by 

achievement, which is what makes them so appealing to families. It is no surprise that in 

Victoria public selective schools regularly take their place alongside non-Government 

private schools as being high-achieving, as seen in the earlier Figure 7.5. Selective public 

schools in NSW are also similarly placed as top-performers in terms of the competitive 

academic curriculum. 
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Officially the NSW Department information guide for families states that ‘selective high 

schools cater for high achieving academically gifted students who may otherwise be 

without sufficient classmates at their academic and social level’ (NSW Department of 

Education, 2018, p. 2). Their admissions practice is presented as supposedly meritocratic, 

but data shows that the families in these schools are not evenly distributed in terms of 

their socio-economic characteristics (Ho, 2017a; Ho, 2017b). On average, families in select-

entry schools in Victoria tend to be relatively more advantaged than families found in 

regular public secondary schools, with similar patterns found in NSW as well. Figure 7.7 

shows that close to three-quarters of (74.4 per cent) of families in NSW selective schools 

are from the top quarter of families by socio-economic background in the state overall and 

only 2.8 per cent come from the bottom quarter, which represents the most 

disadvantaged families. Partially selective schools on average have a more even 

distribution, where on average 30 per cent of families come from the more disadvantaged 

families, and 23.8 per cent from the most advantaged families in the state. Significantly 

over two in five (41.5 per cent) of families in comprehensive schools on average come 

from the most disadvantaged families in the state.  
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Figure 7.7 NSW selective, partially selective and comprehensive public secondary 
schools and Victoria selective and comprehensive public secondary 
schools, average students from families found in the top and bottom 
quarters of socio-educational advantage, 2014 (%) 

 
New South Wales 

 

Victoria 

 

Source: Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2014 
data 
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disadvantaged quarter. Public schools in Victoria that do not apply selection according to 

academic merit cater for close to two in five of the most disadvantaged families (39.1 per 

cent). The clear social profile of selective schools in both states suggests a cultural, social 

and economic claim to gaining admission, which obviously underscores the academic 

requirements. 

 

Another common characteristic shared between selective schools in both states is that 

they are in the majority drawing in families for whom English is not their first language. 

There is relatively little scholarly work on this fairly dramatic and recent transformation of 

the selective public system along ethnic lines, which coincide with demographic transitions 

within both states (Ho, 2017b). There are various reasons as to why so many migrant 

families are choosing fully selective public schools for their children. Children from Asian 

migrant families in particular ‘typically adopt a highly instrumental approach to education, 

particularly around school choice (and residential choice), private tutoring, close 

monitoring of children’s time use, and targeted training for selective admissions test’ (Ho, 

2017a, p. 1). The significant attachment that migrant families place on their child’s 

academic performance, has been suggested by Ho as ‘no doubt an attempt to ensure that 

the risk of migration pays off’ (Ho, 2011, para. 9). Potentially families may be ‘self-

segregating on the basis of cultural background’ as migrant families perceive that selective 

schools represent safety in numbers they seek out one another within the fragmented 

education system where choice has proliferated (Ho, 2011, para. 9). 
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Figure 7.8  Average proportion of students from a Language Background Other Than 
English (LBOTE) in Victorian and NSW selective, partially selective and 
comprehensive Government public secondary schools (%) 

 

Source:  Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2014 
data  

 

Figure 7.8 shows on average, close to three-quarters of students in the network of 

selective schools in NSW (73.2 per cent) come from a Language Background Other Than 

English (LBOTE). The proportion is even higher in Victoria, where it is close to four in five 

(79 per cent) on average. Just over half (53.2 per cent) of students in partially selective 

schools are from a LBOTE families, whilst in nominally comprehensive schools in both 

states the proportion of students from a LBOTE family is around two in five (23.2 per cent 

in NSW and 22.1 per cent in Victoria). 

 

Ho proposes that white middle-class families may ‘see Asian ‘tiger parenting’ as a new 

threat to the self-perceived tradition of ‘relaxed’ Western parenting’ (Ho, 2017a, p. 2). It 

is very apparent that migrant families are making a rational calculation to aspire for the 

highly-academically driven selective educational environment and they succeed in gaining 

access for their children. Some newspaper articles suggest that the competitive 

assessments to gain entry into selective-entry schools in both states are being ‘gamed’ by 

families from certain cultural backgrounds (Broinowski, 2014; McGowan & Evershed, 
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2018). Neither state’s education department endorses coaching or private tutoring for the 

selective school entrance examinations (NSW Department of Education, 2018). 

Nevertheless, it is very evident that there is an extensive market for families to buy support 

for their children. These supplementary strategies of educational advantage undertaken 

in part to achieve the correct requirements for placement in these schools will be picked 

up again in the subsequent chapter’s discussion. 

 

Although Victoria does not have such an extensive network of schools that are subject to 

academic selective entrance requirements, there are other ways that Government schools 

have been able to restrict their student cohort and their families. ‘Enrolment pressure is 

particularly occurring at schools with better reputations’, and many schools have sought 

to apply intake control through residential requirements to ‘cope with overwhelming 

demand’ for enrolment (Topsfield, 2012; Victorian Auditor-General, 2017). Newspapers 

report on the lengths that some parents go to enrol their child in a school that is zoned, 

including moving homes, hiring land surveyors to determine accurate distance between 

residence and school or even setting up fake letterboxes within the zone (Cook, 2018a). 

Analysis of Victorian real estate data suggests that the price of a house in a school zone 

increases by $19,000 for every one per cent increase in the proportion of upper secondary 

subject scores ranked in the top 10 per cent of students overall (Walker, Rossman, & 

Osborne,  2015). This suggests an interrelationship between house prices and the 

competitive assessment environment. There are other schools in the Government system 

in Victoria and NSW which are offering subject specialisms and act as a de facto selective 

school (Windle, 2009). Subject specializations draw in attractive students and their 

families through language immersion, arts or sporting programs. The NSW Government 

sector also includes two agricultural specialist schools located in regional areas that offer 

places for boarders.  
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Other schools in the Government sector have also tapped into the desirability of within-

school selection as a drawcard for certain families, although they are not able to apply 

selection across their whole intake. Within-school selection through the Select Entry 

Accelerated Learning (SEAL) program was once a formal initiative supported by the 

Government. Now disbanded this program operates as an informal arrangement and each 

school runs its own admission process. Students who are successful form one or two 

classes which are separated from the wider school’s student cohort. These students are 

able to complete secondary schooling earlier (in five years instead of six), they are also 

able to undertake the requirements of the upper secondary (VCE) over three years rather 

than just two. The website proclaiming the benefits of the program is filled with 

information for parents and student testimonials including how attending a SEAL school 

has meant that ‘students are the same as me – hooray’ (The Academy of Accredited SEAL 

Schools, 2018). This program is constructed on the aspiration amongst families to seek out 

homogeneous learning environments for their children in a context of great diversity 

within the education system as a whole.  

 

The manner in which schools now have to compete for enrolments has meant that public 

schools have increasingly resorted to within-school tracking and segmentation of students 

to maintain demand. The sheer growth of the subset of schools operating by the principles 

of selection has had the effect that families in NSW have been less likely to ‘withdraw their 

trust’ in the Government sector as they did within other states (Campbell, 2007, p. 2). 

There are only four selective public schools in Victoria, so they have not had such a 

widespread effect on how families mobilize choice. In both states the growth of public 

selective schools comes at the expense of the even distribution of families right across the 

Government sector. Choice practices of families and the structural conditions in both 
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states have led to the atomization of schools into safe and protected spaces whilst other 

schools, particularly those in the Government sector are weakened. Due to the 

deregulated policy environment, market reforms have ‘led to the gradual erosion of the 

size and efficiency of schools serving poor communities’ so that ‘school size has become 

so closely tied to the social composition and intake of schools’ (Lamb, 2007, p. 32). The 

attrition in some schools weakens their ability to deliver breadth in their teaching and 

learning. Their survival depends on taking all students from all families and they are unable 

to regulate their intake at all.  

 

Conclusion 

Schools are no longer monopolizing enrolments from a particular district or 

neighbourhood. Instead, there is an increasing trend of schools seeking to monopolize 

students from certain families over others. Families are attuned to this and strategize 

accordingly, showing signs that they also seek out homogenous school cohorts which 

match their own social profile, most of all when their child moves into secondary 

schooling. The majority of Australian families have a sole focus on their children going to 

university, therefore it stands to reason that many seek out schools which are known to 

deliver strong academic achievement in terms of the upper-secondary curriculum, as 

opposed to schools which deliver a more diverse and inclusive curriculum. A main 

contention of this chapter is that choice is also necessarily restricted by local context 

where each state espouses a different model of comprehensive schooling. The chapter 

has looked at how the structure of schooling in Victoria and NSW goes on to inform 

distinctive practices of parental choice in either state.  
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In both states the public comprehensive secondary school is available for most 

communities, regardless of whether they are found in metropolitan, rural or regional 

areas. The non-Government sector exists alongside the public school system typically in 

areas that are more densely populated. The non-Government sector has a tradition of 

preparing students for university selection in both states. Private schools have particularly 

been able to thrive in the contemporary competitive academic conditions, primarily due 

to the immense level of resources they are able to draw from, which are appealing to many 

families who can choose to pay their school fees. Schools in the non-Government sector 

are also supported by a favourable policy environment where they receive high levels of 

public subsidization. 

 

The key distinction between the two states is evident in their organization of selectivity in 

public schools. NSW operates a macro sub-system of selective schools in the Government 

sector, whilst Victoria has a micro system. NSW has a significant proportion of Grade 7 to 

Grade 12 students in wholly or partially selective public secondary schools. Victoria has 

only four fully-selective public secondary schools, which specialize in the upper-secondary 

curriculum. Demand is high for fully-selective public schools in both states. This chapter 

shows that despite their claim that entrance is on meritocratic terms, fully-selective public 

schools are more likely to enrol students from highly advantaged families as well as 

students from families who speak another language than English at home. Their intake is 

becoming increasingly homogenous. It is apparent that certain families over others 

strategize that gaining access to the selective public settings is the best course of action 

for their children. 

 

In addition to fully-selective schools, many other public schools in both states are 

narrowing their intakes and increasing selection in part to meet demand and ensure that 
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they too can be placed as schools of choice amongst families. Some NSW public schools 

operate as partial-selective sites, whereas Victorian public secondary schools are 

increasingly adopting school-level practices to apply selection to their intake through less 

formal measures to those found in NSW. Various practices of selection are apparent in 

Victoria, including within-school academic selective programs, subject specialization and 

residential zoning. Victoria has further thwarted its claim to comprehensive educational 

principles by the vertical differentiation and tracking of students into VCAL, which runs as 

an opposing model to one whereby all students undertake a common school-leaving 

certificate and students are not formally tracked or streamed. The provision of 

‘opportunity classes’ at the primary years in NSW effectively means that some students 

may be placed into segmented or tracked pathways from Grade 5, which is a practice 

analogous to what routinely occurs within certain German states.  

 

There is no universal application of the model of comprehensive schooling in Australia, 

where schools are envisaged to reflect ‘the full diversity’ of the neighbourhoods they serve 

(Vickers, 2004, p. 3). This chapter has clearly shown that the two states distort the ideal of 

a comprehensive education system differently. The disjunction between the ideal of the 

Australian comprehensive system and how it is functioning at a more local level can be 

glossed over within international comparative studies and submerged within national 

findings. The growth in selectivity in the public system has come at the cost of diversity 

across the wider education system, which was already compromised by the non-

Government sector existing alongside the Government sector. In practice, neither state 

operates according to the ideal demanded by the comprehensive reforms which gained 

traction in the mid to late 20th century. 
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However, strategies of choice are not the only means of generating educational advantage 

used by families to assist their child’s success at school. The next chapter moves into a 

comparative discussion of the supplementary strategies including homework support and 

tutoring, which are essential strategies of educational advantage adopted by German and 

Australian families to help ensure that their child can achieve on educational terms above 

others. 
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 Supplementary strategies of educational 

advantage in Germany and Australia 
 

This study has identified four broad types of educational strategies adopted by families to 

differentiate their children from others – strategies of choice, within-school strategies, 

supplementary strategies and at -home activities. Thus far this study has focused on how 

families operationalize school choice within the German and Australian schools system 

with distinct education structures. This chapter explores supplementary strategies of 

educational advantage such as tutoring and supporting children with homework. These 

are employed as part of a combination of strategies of educational advantage used by 

some families to help their child’s academic achievement.  

 

The focus of this chapter is initially the differences between German and Australian 

families in their engagement and support of their children in Grade 4 with homework. The 

second part of the chapter turns to tutoring. Tutoring is a key strategy used by families to 

buy in specialized support to help their children meet the demands of the curriculum. 

These identified supplementary interventions are not used in an ad-hoc manner by 

families. They are reflective of the local context, fit for purpose and applied strategically. 

This chapter takes a comparative perspective to consider how the uptake of tutoring 

illuminates the discrete and common features of the two schooling systems. It also 

addresses the characteristics of families more likely to employ tutoring and the subjects 

that students require additional assistance in. 

 

The chapter finishes by discussing how these supplementary strategies are essential to 

understanding how families manoeuvre within schools and seek to shore up their child’s 

achievement on the terms set by the curriculum. Although the strategies of educational 
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advantage around school choice are those that receive most attention in international 

educational research, supplementary strategies of educational advantage in both policy 

contexts play an equally important role in parents’ actions to increase their children’s 

educational advantage. 

 

Parent engagement and support with homework 

Parent engagement in their children’s learning is recognized as improving the connections 

to school and student achievement (Lareau, 2000; OECD, 2012). OECD research using the 

PISA parent dataset suggest that most forms of parental involvement in primary school 

are positively related to PISA reading performance at secondary school (Borgonovi & 

Montt, 2012). Many families feel more able to assist their children during primary school, 

in contrast to the secondary years when curriculum demands intensify and subjects 

become more specialized. There is greater recourse to tutoring during the secondary years 

of schooling, which will be looked at later in this chapter.  

 

TIMMS 2015 compares the engagement of German and Australian families with their 

child’s homework in Grade 4. The imperatives of school hit German families early with the 

transition into secondary education. In many states the secondary school track is 

designated by the school recommendation that students receive centred on their 

achievement on school-based assessment in Grade 4. The pressures posed by school 

requirements on parents when their children are still quite young makes them feel obliged 

to be ‘active supporters’ and ‘assistants’ to their children (Merkle & Wippermann, 2008, 

p. 37). These German families are not alone, as many families across the world report that 

family life is increasingly ‘educationalized’ (Lareau, 2000). Comparatively Australian 

families deal with a later transition for their children into secondary school. Grade 4 
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primary school students and their families in Australia may be only just starting to consider 

secondary school transition, which officially commences at the end of Grade 6. Formal 

school-based assessment or homework in Grade 4 is not regarded as high-stakes. In other 

words, a negative assessment in Australian primary schools is less threatening to a child’s 

perceived educational future than practices in Germany. 

 

In Figure 8.1 German families report that their children undertake a greater volume of 

homework on a weekly basis than Australian families. Close to two-thirds (60.7 per cent) 

of German families state their child does homework every day at home, with an additional 

31.8 per cent of Grade 4 students undertaking homework 3-4 times a week. The higher 

volume of homework within Grade 4 family homes within Germany may reflect the school 

recommendation determined mostly by formal school assessment. By contrast, just under 

a quarter (23.9 per cent) of Australian families report that their child in Grade 4 does 

homework every day. In both countries, only very few families identify that their child 

never does any homework.  
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Figure 8.1 German and Australian family views of homework and their level of 
assistance, TIMSS 2015 (%) 

 

 

Source:   TIMSS 2015 

 

Figure 8.1 provides insight into the intensity and form that parental involvement takes in 

both countries when children are in Grade 4. German and Australian parents equally 

suggest that they help their child with homework every day (22.4 per cent German families 

and 21.1 per cent Australian families). Australian families are more likely to report that 

they help with homework 3-4 times a week (25.5 per cent compared to 18.8 per cent) or 

1-2 times a week (36.6 per cent compared to 28.0 per cent) than German families. Over 

one-tenth (14.2 per cent) of German families report that they did not help their child with 

school work at all. The lesser likelihood of German families helping their children may be 

to do with the fact that Grade 4 in many states is already seen as high-stakes and families 

may be less likely to intimate that they provide any direct input into their child’s 

homework. In other words, this might be perceived as seeking an unfair advantage. 

Nonetheless German families report a higher engagement with reviewing their children’s 

homework. Reviewing is a more neutral verb and implies that the parent looks at a finished 

product as opposed to actively helping. Australian families generally also report a high 

engagement with reviewing their child’s homework, where over one-third suggest they 
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did this 1-2 times a week (34.4 per cent). Approximately two-in-five families in both 

countries did not review their child’s homework at all or only did so less than once a week.  

 

Overall Figure 8.1 suggests that families in both countries show a high engagement with 

their child’s learning at Grade 4. Yet German families in particular report a high volume of 

homework in Grade 4 with just over two-in-five reviewing homework daily. These findings 

present an active picture of parental engagement with schooling at a relatively young age. 

This high involvement could be linked to the half-day model as not all primary schools 

offer an all-day program in Germany (although as indicated in a previous chapter, this is 

changing in recent years). The half-day model of schooling which is persistent in Germany 

may necessitate a higher level of schoolwork being conducted at home. This proposition 

is unable to be tested as the TIMSS publicly-available dataset does not provide identifiable 

information concerning any features of schools that the students attend and whether they 

were currently in an all-day program or otherwise. 

 

Table 8.1 disaggregates the national-level data to identify differences between German 

and Australian families with a very high involvement in reviewing and helping with their 

child’s homework according to their highest level of education. High involvement is 

categorized as families who report that they did the activity on average every day or 3-4 

times per week with their child. 
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Table 8.1  Proportion of families who indicate high involvement with review and 
help with homework by family characteristics (%) 

 Review homework Help homework 

Highest level of 

education Australia Germany Australia Germany 

     

University or higher 

42.1  

(2.0) 

54.6  

(2.0) 

44.4  

(2.0) 

28.6  

(1.8) 

Post-secondary but not 

tertiary 

50.1  

(2.0) 

60.6  

(2.0) 

46.5  

(2.0) 

40.4  

(2.0) 

Upper secondary 

53.5  

(2.0) 

58.7  

(2.0) 

50.6  

(2.0) 

41.6  

(2.0) 

Lower secondary and 

below 

39.7  

(2.0) 

67.4  

(1.9) 

51.8  

(2.0) 

48.6  

(2.0) 

Source:  TIMSS 2015 data. High involvement considered as those families who said 
they did the activity every day or 3-4 times per-week. 95 per cent 
confidence levels in brackets. 

 

There are some interesting patterns evident in Table 8.1. In Australia, families who have 

some education themselves but not university attainment are engaging heavily with 

reviewing homework (50.1 per cent post-secondary and not tertiary and 53.5 per cent 

upper secondary). University-educated families review their children’s homework the 

least intensively, possibly due to their confidence in the operation of the school system 

and their ability to mobilize school choice. Australian families with the least education are 

less likely to review homework (39.7 per cent) and more likely to be helping their children 

with homework (51.8 per cent). Australian university-educated families are less likely to 

be intensively helping with homework (44.4 per cent), perhaps signalling confidence that 

their children will be able to progress unaided at this relatively early stage if schooling. In 

Germany, a similar pattern holds in respect to helping with homework. Those with 

university attainment are less likely to be intervening regularly with their child’s learning 

at home. Families with the least education are more likely to be intensively engaged in 

reviewing homework (67.4 per cent) perhaps as they intensify their efforts to ensure their 

children are not relegated to a lower status schooling pathway. 
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Families from advantaged homes are commonly depicted as seeing their child’s education 

as a ‘shared enterprise’ and they may have more inclination to get involved with their 

child’s school (Lareau, 2000, p. 81). Research and school improvement literature at times 

can present the perspective that families from more disadvantaged homes are less willing 

to be engaged with schooling and schools need to actively support their engagement 

better (OECD, 2012). Table 8.1 shows that the time-commitment made by many families 

is significant, irrespective of their level of educational attainment. These findings 

problematize the typical construction of how class impacts family engagement with 

schooling. In particular, the prevalence of families helping with homework in both 

countries increases as the educational levels of families drop. This data suggests that 

families who may feel socially vulnerable themselves, respond by intensifying their efforts 

in helping their children succeed at primary school to mitigate the cumulative impact of 

poor academic achievement early on. As they have lesser educational levels themselves, 

this may make them conscious of the importance of educational success for their children.  

 

Tutoring 

Families use tutoring to pull in additional resources around their child to support their 

learning in particular subjects. Bray identifies that families mostly obtain tutoring for two 

purposes, either for enrichment or remedial assistance for their children (Bray, 2009; Bray 

& Kwok, 2003). Tutoring officially occurs outside of the school, although the desired effect 

is to be realized by students within school. Tutoring necessarily takes its format from the 

‘more visible curriculum’ and the formal assessments of ‘official schooling’ (Doherty & 

Dooley, 2017, p. 553). Bray (2009) describes tutoring and the ever-expanding industry 

around it as ‘shadow education’, signifying how tutoring has to operate unnoticed and in 

parallel to the formal education system.  
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The next section of this chapter examines into what we know about tutoring in Australia 

and Germany. How does tutoring ‘shadow’ the discrete structures of schooling in each 

policy context? Do families use tutoring at different times? The discussion also considers 

which families are more likely than others to obtain tutoring for their children more 

readily. The final section discusses the uptake of tutoring in certain subjects areas over 

others and what this can tell us about the sorting and selective mechanisms which operate 

through the curriculum in both contexts.  

 

When is tutoring operationalized? 

The major common purpose of tutoring is to help students gain qualifications (Bray & 

Kwok, 2003). Tutoring as a strategy of educational advantage is typically used as children 

progress through secondary schooling and into their final years. Its uptake intersects with 

the increasing curriculum demands during this time. In Germany and Australia it is 

apparent that aspirations amongst families are rising and levels of educational attainment 

amongst the wider population are increasing. This means that students in Germany and 

Australia are retained in formal structures of secondary schooling for longer. An associated 

effect of keeping more students in school for longer is that they are also exposed to the 

demands of the academic curriculum. In order to be successful, students need to meet the 

curriculum standards set by their respective education system to obtain a school-leaving 

certificate. There is no ability to bypass the formal and academically-orientated curriculum 

in any school in either system, no matter how advantaged families may be.  

 

Many families turn to external supports such as tutors or academic coaches to help 

improve their child’s chances of achievement. Such examples of supplementary strategies 
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of educational advantage are not applied in an ad-hoc or spontaneous manner. Like all 

parental strategies of educational advantage, the uptake and operationalization of 

tutoring align necessarily with school structures. Bray and Kwok describe a certain ebb and 

flow to the application of tutoring as ‘demand tends to increase close to the major public 

examinations, and then abruptly to decline once the examinations are over’ (Bray & Kwok, 

2003, p. 614). In other words, the use of tutoring can be said to align to the specific 

‘pressure points’ inbuilt into each education system structure. The pressure points are 

times of assessment or selection which are determined according to student achievement 

on the terms set out in the academic curriculum.  

 

The use of tutoring in both Germany and Australia corresponds to key examination and 

assessment times. These moments are distinct in both contexts. In Germany, one 

significant pressure point is at the time of transition from primary into the rigid and 

tracked secondary school pathways. As previously discussed, this is when German families 

in consultation with the primary school negotiate a set of varying structured choices. Many 

German families perceive that the ‘right’ school recommendation (typically for the Abitur 

within the Gymnasium) will be a keystone to their child’s successful pathway through the 

education system and onto further education and training. The school recommendation 

developed on the basis of student achievement in Grade 4 may present the opportune 

time for some families to employ a tutor. As has been suggested earlier in this chapter, at 

this time many German families are intensively involved in their child’s learning at home, 

as well. 

 

Beyond the transition, pressure on student and families is continually applied within the 

vertically tracked and hierarchical model of secondary schooling in Germany. Families 

have to engage in pathways management right through secondary school, as their child 
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faces the continual threat of school track demotion and/or grade repetition as a result of 

poor academic performance. This is again applied differently within each state. In some 

German states, if a student has not reached a particular grade on their annual reports, 

they face the risk of not being promoted into the next grade. However in other states 

grade repetition is not a common practice at all (German Eurydice Unit, 2017). To help 

alleviate any anxiety about poor academic performance, key tutoring businesses in 

Germany market their ability to improve student report marks. They suggest that they will 

provide ‘top preparation of students for the secondary school pathways’ (Kinder auf die 

weiterführende Schule top vorbereiten’ (see 

https://www.schuelerhilfe.de/kurse/volksschulfoerderung/). This direct claim to the 

consumer (i.e. parents) is that what matters above all else is the secondary school pathway 

and supporting their child to meet the continual assessment standards required. The 

appeal of a boost to student achievement is far-reaching. Research literature suggests that 

tutoring in Germany is no longer being used as a remedial strategy to avoid grade 

repetition or a change in school track. Instead it is increasingly about improving the 

relative [to others, i.e., competitive] school performance of already strong students 

(Dohmen, Erbes, Fuchs & Günze, 2008).  

 

As with the earlier discussion of the practices of school choice, taking a national 

perspective can hide the locally specific nature of adopting supplementary strategies of 

educational advantage. After all, the provision of secondary school is unique in every state. 

So too are the school recommendation processes. Therefore, it is fair to ask whether 

German families across all states adopt tutoring with equal measure. NEPS data enables 

tutoring practice to be studied according to the structural features of each state’s school 

system. NEPS as a longitudinal dataset also provides a perspective on what stage of their 

child’s schooling families are more likely to employ a tutor.  

https://www.schuelerhilfe.de/kurse/volksschulfoerderung/
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Figure 8.2 plots the proportion of parents who indicated that their child had used a tutor. 

The parent agreement is disaggregated by the state structure groupings used for NEPS 

data in Chapters 4 and 5. Overall Figure 8.2 shows an increase in the use of tutoring as 

students progress through secondary school. This suggests that tutoring is a response to 

the escalating demands made of students in terms of the curriculum, which consists of 

more specialized subjects and complex concepts as they progress through school. The use 

of tutoring by some families shows that they are actively assisting their child in managing 

their school pathway well beyond the transition from primary school. 

 

The uptake of tutoring in Germany appears to be grade-level defined, rather than 

associated with the design of the school system. Figure 8.2 shows that there is not a lot of 

difference between tutoring practices across the various education system structural 

groups. Families in the three-tier pathway model are slightly more likely than families in 

other states to use a tutor from when their child is in Grade 6. Over one in five (21.7 per 

cent) of families in the three-tier secondary pathway model in Grade 8 had used a tutor, 

while 16.9 per cent of parents in systems with only two tracks of secondary schools and 

17 per cent of parents in the extended pathways model employ a tutor. By Grade 9, the 

proportion of families obtaining tutoring for their child is fairly comparable between the 

system structural groups. System structures which are more rigid in their application of 

the school hierarchies (such as the systems with three-tier pathways), do not seem to be 

accompanied by higher use of tutors, whilst systems which are more structurally open 

(such as the two-path model) have fairly equal numbers of families reporting that they use 

tutors.  
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Figure 8.2 NEPS Stage 3 parental data – proportion of parents who agreed that they 
had organised tutoring for their child by school grouping by system 
typology and year. 

 

Source and notes:  NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Special school students 
included, grades defined by the various waves and the grade that the 
majority of students attended. 

 

One key difference between how tutoring is pitched at German families in comparison 

with Australian families is that in Germany the focus is not on national standardized tests, 

unlike Australia. In Germany there is much more focus on improving what students are 

directly learning at school. That is, tutoring is curriculum focussed. At present Germany 

families do not have to worry about a standardized assessment regime like that found in 

Australia (even if international assessments have an impact). The continual selection that 

occurs throughout schooling in Germany means that the end of year final examinations 

are not as high-stakes. This is in contrast to practices elsewhere such as in Hong Kong, 

where students go through a strenuous and competitive entrance examination to obtain 

access to higher education where entrance quotas are extremely narrow (Hon, 2010). 

Instead the German system applies consistent pressure from an early age. Throughout 

schooling, student achievement is continually used as the primary guideline to select 

students and limit enrolment, particularly within the Gymnasium. Tutoring companies in 

Germany trade on their ability to improve student achievement and grades at any point in 
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time, as opposed to preparing students to cram for a specific high-stakes assessment 

moment. 

 

In the Australian context, grade promotion is common and the education system does not 

impose any formal prerequisites on student achievement year-to-year. Students can 

repeat grades, but this is an elective decision made by their school, teachers and parents 

together. Contemporary tutoring in Australia is geared around selection to secondary 

school, selection to university and boosting student performance on the national 

standardized assessment (NAPLAN, discussed earlier on p.175). The manner in which 

tutoring has come into the mainstream as an acceptable form of intervention is even 

formally recognized by certain states providing Government funding for additional tuition 

for students from disadvantaged families (Watson, 2008).  

 

Student achievement in the final years of secondary schooling largely determines 

university selection. Therefore the key concern for many Australian families is their child’s 

performance in the final years of secondary schooling. Tutoring is seen as a bonus 

supplement to improve student performance in the final external examinations and 

school-based assessments. It is these which contribute to the requirements of the Grade 

12 school-leaving certificate and the calculation of the tertiary admission rank (ATAR) 

(discussed in Chapter 6). Accordingly the tutoring industry taps into parental aspiration 

and their anxieties about these final years of schooling and some directly market their 

ability to improve ATAR and IB scores.  

 

Another pressure point the Australian tutoring market has tapped into is the growing 

influence of the national standardized assessments (NAPLAN) conducted annually with 

Grade 3, 5, 7 and 9 students. According to the national assessment agency responsible for 
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their administration, these assessments cannot be prepared for. The assessment agency 

has even released a statement specifically to parents where they advise that, ‘the best 

way you can help your child prepare for NAPLAN is to reassure your child that NAPLAN 

tests are just one part of their school program, and to urge them to simply do the best 

they can on the day’ (Australian Assessment and Curriculum Reporting Authority (ACARA), 

2016). In the same statement, the agency explicitly recommends that families do not use 

coaching providers (ACARA, 2016). Despite this, an industry has effectively been built 

around these assessments with the purported counter-claim that these examinations can 

be prepared for (for an example, see https://spectrumtuition.com/naplan-test-

preparation/). Student achievement is not the only motivation driving families to use 

tutoring to help support their child in these standardized assessments. Increasingly results 

in these national assessments are also used as supportive evidence for entry into selective 

settings and scholarships to private and Catholic schools (Hosking, 2014).  

 

The comprehensive education system in Australia supposedly means that there is no 

selection at all as children move through primary and secondary schooling. However, as 

Chapter 6 and 7 show, this is being increasingly eroded by choice-based education reform. 

A key pressure point driving Australian families to use tutoring is at the transition into 

secondary schooling, particularly amongst families who are vying for selection via a 

scholarship into the non-Government sector, or the increasing numbers of families who 

seek entrance into Government selective school contexts. In NSW, some coaching schools 

market their ability to improve the chances of selection into the ‘Opportunity Classes’ 

which run from Grade 5 in Government schools (see https://jamesancollege.com/). 

Tutoring companies trade on the perception that children will not be successful if they 

don’t obtain assistance of some nature and families are increasingly turning to tutoring to 

help their child get over the line in these increasingly high-stakes entrance examinations 

https://jamesancollege.com/
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(Cook, 2018b; Marshall, 2014; Sriprakash et al., 2015). It is apparent that tutoring in the 

Australian context intersects with family attempts to claim access to schools of choice in 

the Government and non-Government context.  

 

The increase of tutoring is occurring in an environment where the overall narrative 

surrounding the schooling system is one of crisis and underperformance. These narratives 

undoubtedly play a part in driving families to shore up their children’s success and 

achievement through tutoring strategies. The tutoring industry capitalises on the narrative 

of discord rife in both countries. Bude writes that whilst absorbing ‘unmet parental wishes 

for their children concerning their learning and teaching at school’, the tutoring industry 

in Germany also incites parental anxieties (Bude, 2011, p. 35). Similarly in Australia, 

Sriprakash et al. find that tutoring correlates to mounting family anxieties, where tutoring 

serves as a response to ‘intensified competition in schooling’ (Sriprakash et al., 2015, p. 

430). Tutoring is a strategy in direct conflict with the overarching ideology that the 

education system functions as a meritocracy, where supposedly the most able students 

are those that succeed. Instead tutoring is overtly marketed as delivering academic 

advantage and there are certain families who are able to employ this strategy with a 

greater intensity than others. This is discussed in greater detail in the next section. 

 

Who uses tutoring? 

There are no precise figures available in either country concerning the overall amount 

families spend on tutoring. One recent estimate is that annually Germans spend 

approximately 900 million Euros on tutoring, with numbers trending upward (Dohmen et 

al., 2008; Klesman, 2016). Watson’s (2008) work establishes that a recent rise in household 

expenditure on tutoring is apparent in Australia as well. Bearing in mind the apparent 



240 
 

growth in aggregate terms, who is more likely to be spending money on tutors or coaches 

for their children?  

 

Tutoring epitomises a strategy where families use the market to assist with their child’s 

achievement at school. Certain families are in more of a financial position to pay for 

discretionary services such as tutors than others (Albert et al., 2010; Bray & Kwok, 2003; 

Hille et al., 2016). For this very reason, tutoring is regarded as a key educational practice 

leading to the perpetuation of socio-economic inequalities as relatively advantaged 

families with higher levels of resources are more able to purchase these services than 

others (Bray, 2009; Bray & Lykins, 2012).  

 

Table 8.2 compares PISA student data from both countries disaggregated by various 

characteristics to show which families are more likely to employ a tutor for their child. It 

shows differences between families by the OECD’s index of economic, social and cultural 

status (ESCS) grouped into quintiles. Students respond to whether they had participated 

in any additional tuition outside of school during the year of PISA’s implementation by 

various subject areas. These subject areas are grouped into distinctive categories for the 

purposes of analysis. Students who participate in additional instruction within 

mathematics, science, foreign/native languages and social science subjects are seen as 

receiving ‘academic tuition’. Students who only take part in outside of school activities 

involving music, performing arts and sports are categorized as participating in ‘extra-

curricular’ activities. Some students report that they receive additional tuition in both 

extra-curricular and academic subject areas, so they are grouped together in one category, 

‘academic and extra-curricular’. Although termed extra-curricular, participation in these 

kind of activities has important positive flow-on effects to more academic activities. Other 
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students report that they are not using any additional tuition in any subject in the previous 

year. 

 

Table 8.2 shows that in both countries generally many families from across all socio-

economic backgrounds employ tutors to assist their children whilst at secondary school. 

Disadvantaged Australian families who may be aspiring for social transition for their 

children are more likely to employ tutors only in academic areas. The highest proportion 

of families obtaining academic tutoring only are found in the lowest ESCS quintile in 

Australia (8.4 per cent) and the proportion decreases as ESCS rises. By contrast in 

Germany, the proportion of families obtaining tutoring only in academic areas within each 

ESCS quintile is higher than in Australia. German families in the low ESCS quintile are the 

most likely to have obtained only academic tutoring (17.7 per cent). This suggests that 

disadvantaged families in both countries see tutoring as a viable strategy to assist 

achievement at school and their focus is particularly on academic subjects.  

 

A second noticeable pattern in this data is associated with the relative advantage or 

disadvantage of families and their likelihood to obtain tutoring for their children in ‘extra-

curricular’ subject areas. The most advantaged families in both countries are more likely 

to arrange additional tuition for their children only in extra-curricular subject areas 

including music, sports and performing arts. This aligns with other researchers who 

suggest that middle-class families often participate in more extra-curricular or enrichment 

activities outside of school than children from working class families starting in the very 

early years of preschool (Horvat et al., 2003, Vincent & Ball, 2007). Although identified as 

‘extra’, these areas of the curriculum are interconnected with success in more academic 

areas. Over a quarter of families in the highest ESCS quintile in Germany (27.2 per cent) 

and Australia (26.7 per cent) obtain extra-curricular tuition for their children. While 
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conversely, the most disadvantaged families in both countries are the least likely to obtain 

tutoring for their children in extra-curricular subject areas only. 

 

A final observation in Table 8.2 is that there is a clear pattern in families obtaining ‘no 

tutoring’ for their children according to family socio-economic background. A significant 

proportion of disadvantaged families by ESCS quintile have not employed a tutor for their 

child in either Germany (43.3 per cent) or Australia (41.9 per cent). This could be 

associated with their need to take greater discretion with their household income, as 

adoption of this strategy of educational advantage comes with an opportunity cost to the 

overall family budget. The lesser likelihood of disadvantaged families to employ a tutor for 

their children may also be influenced by their perception about what is acceptable 

academic achievement for their children. They may be less concerned about their child’s 

learning progress at this stage of schooling. 

 

Table 8.2  PISA 2015 students who indicated they participated in additional tuition 
by socio-economic advantage quintile and the language spoken at home 
(%)  

  ESCS 
(%) 

Language 
spoken at 

home 
(%) 

  Lowest Low Mid High Highes
t 

Test 
language 
spoken at 

home 

Language 
other than 

test 
language 
spoken at 

home 

Australia Academic and 
extra curricular 

36.9       40.8 40.8 40.7 42.1 39.9 44.7 

Extra curricular 12.7 14.5 17.5 22.9 26.7 20.7 9.8 

Only academic 8.4 8.6 7.5 6.8 6.0 6.5 13.4 

 No tutoring 41.9 36.1 34.2 29.6 25.2 32.9 32.1 

 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Germany Academic and 
extra curricular 

33.6 34.5 35.0 34.3 30.7 32.8 40.5 

Extra curricular 9.6 12.2 13.8 18.2 27.2 17.1 6.6 

Only academic 13.4 17.7 16.6 15.8 11.7 14.8 14.2 

 No tutoring 43.3 35.7 34.7 31.7 30.4 35.3 38.7 

 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source:   OECD PISA 2015. Data is weighted 
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Table 8.2 also shows the differences in tutoring practices between families and their 

language background. Australian families who speak another language at home are twice 

as likely as English-speaking families to have accessed additional tuition in academic 

subjects only (13.4 per cent compared to 6.5 per cent). They are less likely to employ 

additional tuition only in extra-curricular areas (9.8 per cent compared to 20.7 per cent). 

Similarly in Germany, families who speak another language at home are less likely than 

families who speak German at home to facilitate additional tuition in extra-curricular 

subjects only (6.6 per cent compared with 17.1 per cent). However over two-in five (40.5 

per cent) of German families who speak another language at home use both academic and 

extra-curricular tutoring together.  

 

The language background at home is an indicator used to distinguish immigration status. 

This is an important feature to any study of family strategies. Across the world the OECD 

finds that ‘students with an immigrant background face multiple sources of disadvantage 

that affect their academic performance and their general well-being’ (OECD, 2018b, p. 23). 

Research shows that some migrant families, in part to combat perceived structural 

disadvantages place an intense focus on their child’s academic achievement (Ho, 2011, 

2017a). Tutoring is a key practice used by families, particularly within East and South Asian 

cultures, especially for examination preparation (Bray & Kwok, 2003; Doherty & Dooley, 

2017; Hon, 2010; Liu & Apple, 2016).  

 

All migrant families bring their cultural values into interaction with the structures of the 

education system. Many migrant families from East and Southern Asian families are 

currently found in the Australian school context. There is a view that these families engage 

strategies of advantage, specifically tutoring, with a more instrumental and targeted 
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intensity than many families who were born in the native country (Sriprakash et al., 2015). 

The propensity of these migrant families to use commercial tutoring has been noticed by 

academics such as Ho (2017a) and Proctor and Sriprakash (2017) particularly to help shore 

up success in the entrance examinations for secondary school in the large NSW 

Government selective system. Their use of such supplementary strategies are clearly 

successful for some families -  as Chapter 7 shows, the Government selective schools in 

New South Wales and Victoria tend to be comprised disproportionately of students from 

language backgrounds other than English.  

 

Various reports in the Australia media discuss the targeted intensity by which families with 

a migrant background use supplementary strategies of advantage. One current affairs 

segment on the national public broadcaster featured a migrant family who used regular 

coaching classes for their primary-school aged child. They describe their decision in the 

following terms: ‘it’s very important to get that extra, little bit of extra edge, incremental 

edge, you know, so as to excel and get the proper ranking in the selective school 

examination…We really pushed him to go to the coaching classes. Initially he didn’t want 

to because he would miss out playing with his friends or doing other activities which he 

would have liked to do’ (Brewster, 2015, para. 3). This qualitative excerpt shows how 

family life in some migrant families is structured around pushing high academic 

achievement. Some families invest significant time, attention and resources into 

supplementary strategies all designed to help their child get ahead of others. 

 

In which subjects do families obtain tutoring? 

Families in both countries obtain tutoring in certain subjects over others. Bray points out 

that the ‘subjects most in demand for private supplementary tutoring are those that are 
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most necessary for advancement’ in education systems (Bray & Lykins, 2012, p. 13). In 

other words, the subject areas that are popular with families to obtain tutoring for their 

children illuminate what is most valued within the curriculum frameworks which 

underwrite both education systems. This recapitulates the fundamental structural effect 

of the academic curriculum which pulls families into line. This is where more parallels 

between the two countries emerge. In both countries the subjects which have most cache 

and advance students into university are typically regarded as situated firmly in the liberal 

and humanistic tradition of what is perceived as a well-rounded academic education. 

Families with the additional resources are able to cap this off through the addition of 

‘extra’ curricular activities as well.  

 

More often than not families use tutoring to lift student achievement in so-called ‘high-

end subjects’. These are not applied subjects that are practical in character or those that 

might prove valuable in the modern labour market. Nor are these subjects associated with 

maintaining a healthy body or developing sporting skills, such as sport or outdoor 

education (Bleazby, 2015). High-end subjects typically include mathematics, foreign 

languages and sciences, which are academic subjects with their foundations in fields of 

inquiry privileged by universities (Bleazby, 2015). These are subjects which require a level 

of abstraction of the part of the student. Often they require foundations well- established 

in the lower years of secondary school to be successful in the upper years (Teese, 2014). 

These high-end subjects have always been ascribed cultural cache and prestige despite 

continual reforms to structures of schooling including provisions of ‘less academic’ or 

vocational subjects. Their privileging makes apparent the cultural conservativism of the 

curriculum. 

 



246 
 

The hierarchy of German school-leaving certificates is built upon curriculum distinctions. 

These curriculum differences play a big contributing factor to the perception that the 

various school-leaving certificates reflect different cognitive demands of students. 

German universities mostly accept that the holder of an Abitur is fit for university entrance 

into many courses, although there are increasingly courses (e.g. dentistry and medicine) 

which have selection quotas where grades or other entrance criteria become applicable 

(German Eurydice Unit, 2017). Students in Germany have to meet curriculum 

requirements throughout their schooling. A second foreign language is mandatory for 

students in the Abitur pathway at the Gymnasium from Grade 7 through to Grade 10 

(German Eurydice Unit, 2017). The foreign languages that most students participate in 

reflect the dominant and historically significant European languages including English, 

French, Latin and Spanish (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016, p. 21). In Bavaria, students who 

undertake the Mittelere Reife, do not have to undertake two foreign languages and they 

can start to specialize in subjects of their choice from Grade 7. The only requirement is 

that students meet state wide performance benchmarks in German, English and 

mathematics (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und 

Kunst 2015, p. 21). A distinctive feature of the academic curriculum across the two 

countries is the high importance Germany places on foreign languages. This sits in 

opposition to the relatively mono-lingual Australian environment and curriculum culture.  

 

Table 8.3 shows the subject areas in which German families purchase tutoring as their 

child progresses through secondary school. Mathematics is a very common subject to 

employ a tutor in, with the volume of tutoring increasing every year as the child moves 

through school. Mathematics is a common subject requirement for all school tracks and 

leaving certificates. Tutoring in mathematics increases strikingly over the different waves. 

English is a common foreign language undertaken across the various school-leaving 
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certificates, and accordingly it is the most popular language for tutoring. The likelihood of 

families obtaining tutoring in French and Latin also increases as students move through 

school, with a slight decrease in the final year of the data collection. The proportion of 

families who obtain tutoring for their children in German goes in the opposite direction, 

and actually decreases as students move through school. The early prevalence of tutoring 

in this subject area may be due to the fact that German is the key subject used for 

determining the secondary school pathway recommendation, followed by mathematics 

(Ditton, Kruesken & Shauenberg, 2005). The drop-off in families obtaining tutoring in 

German for their children as they progress through school may represent a pragmatic 

decision to focus their attention on tutoring in other subjects such as mathematics. 

 
Table 8.3 Families who indicated their child had received tutoring, which subject 

area by wave (%) 

 
2010 2011 2012 2013 2015 

Mathematics 49.2  51.9  51.4  56.4  64.4  

German 55.9  31.2  19.0  13.4  8.6  

English 37.9  43.5  37.2  35.3  28.2  

French 0.7  7.2  13.9  15.3  11.2  

Latin 1.0  6.8  11.9  10.8  8.6  

Physics 1.4  0.9  1.6  2.7  4.7  

Source and notes: NEPS SC3:7.0.0. doi:10.5157/NEPS:SC3:7.0.0. Columns do not add to 100 
due to multiple response. 

 

Australia students do not have any mandatory subjects to complete in the upper-years of 

school except for English. Students who complete the school-leaving certificate undertake 

subjects of their choosing. For instance, students in some states do not have to undertake 

a foreign language or mathematics if they decide not to. The cache of some subjects over 

others is reflected in the calculation of the ATAR where some subjects receive high 

additional loadings (Teese, 2014). Additional loadings are particularly apparent for 

students who undertake a European language such as German or French. Mathematics 
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and sciences are divided into various hard and soft options. Only the hard options receive 

the additional loading for the ATAR and many are used as prerequisites for student access 

into the most prestigious university courses (Teese & Polesel, 2003). In Victoria, each 

subject undertaken receives a score from 1-50 and up to six subjects are used to calculate 

the ATAR (Victorian Tertiary Admissions Centre, 2018). Each individual subject score is 

then ‘scaled’ or adjusted to reflect the strength of the students undertaking the course 

and the subject difficulty (Victorian Tertiary Admissions Centre, 2018). Only the adjusted 

score is used to calculate the ATAR. Figure 8.3 shows the ten most popular subjects 

undertaken by Victorian students in the final years of school in 2017. Taking an average 

score of 30, Figure 8.3 displays whether the subject is scaled up or down. 

 

Figure 8.3 Top 10 VCE 2017 subjects by student enrolment and the degree to which 
a study score of 30 is scaled up or down 

 

Source: VCAA- Unit 3 and 4 enrolment 
https://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Pages/vce/statistics/2017/statssect2.aspx 
and the VCAA scaling report (Victorian Tertiary Admissions Centre, 2018)  

 

A student who achieves a score of 30 in the high-end Mathematics Methods will have their 

score scaled up on-average by five points. Therefore a score of 35 is an input into their 

ATAR calculation rather than 30. Conversely students who achieve a score of 30 in the less 

prestigious course - Further Mathematics, will receive 27 after their score is scaled down. 

https://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Pages/vce/statistics/2017/statssect2.aspx
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Subjects such as Chemistry receive a positive readjustment, whilst subjects which are 

popular amongst Victoria students but are more applied including Physical Education, 

Business Management and Health and Human Development are all scaled down. The 

degree to which high-end subjects are rewarded in these calculations means that they are 

effectively a tool for ‘asserting academic superiority’ (Teese, 2007, p. 46). Schools of choice 

in the Australian context typically trade on their ability to offer students the ability to 

contest the high-end subjects. Schools that are catering for a more diverse set of students 

and their families typically offer soft subjects that do not receive any additional loading 

when the ATAR is calculated (Teese & Polesel, 2003).  

 

PISA data provides a comparative perspective on tutoring practices. Figure 8.4 shows the 

average hours that students receive additional academic instruction in by each subject 

area. Within both countries, the main academic subject area for tutoring is mathematics. 

Mathematics is typically regarded as a subject which conserves social advantage. 

Persistent rates of failure in mathematics according to student family socio-economic 

background are fairly consistent in Australia (Teese & Polesel, 2003). English is the next 

most popular subject for Australian families to use tutoring, followed by science. German 

students are more likely to have obtained tutoring in a foreign language, due to the 

aforementioned reasons. 

 

  



250 
 

Figure 8.4 Average hours Grade 10 students received per-week in additional 
instruction across various subject areas, Germany and Australia PISA 
2015  

 

Source and notes: OECD PISA 2015 weighted data 

 

On average students participate in a high volume of additional tuition in both countries to 

help ensure academic success. The high average of time spent in tutoring across most of 

these academic subjects reflects a big investment of time and effort on the part of 

students. It also reflects an investment of family resources. The high volume of tutoring 

being conducted outside of school hours reflects the importance of the curriculum in the 

lives of many families. Many of these students surveyed in PISA are yet to undertake the 

upper-years of schooling. Based on the identified trends, another increase in tuition is 

expected at this time.  

 

The datasets used in this chapter can only provide partial insight into the type of tutoring 

families employ or the quality of the tutoring received by students. Despite the apparent 

growth in tutoring across both countries, research on this topic has not kept pace. Tutoring 

is impossible to quantify in either country. This is partially due to the fact that it is 

2.79

3.3

3.14

1.61

2.23

1.72

2.91

2.26

2.47

1.35

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

Science Mathematics Test language Foreign languages Social sciences

A
ve

ra
ge

 h
o

u
rs

Australia Germany



251 
 

conducted by a mix of global conglomerates (e.g. Pearson), small businesses, individuals 

and students. There is no real study that comprehensively looks at the qualifications of 

tutors, their teaching experience or whether these services actually deliver on the 

aspirations that they effectively sell to families. Simply put, we have no real evidence to 

support whether tutoring actually works (Kenny & Faunce, 2004).  

 

Bray suggests that policy makers prefer to ignore the phenomenon of tutoring and leave 

it to market forces to regulate (Bray, 2009, p. 14). This is not surprising in today’s neoliberal 

age where the primacy of the market has invaded all social institutions and ways of 

thinking. In Australia, many of the ever-growing coaching schools prepare students for 

selective exams. These coaching schools ‘do not require any form of certification from 

state educational departments and are free to set their own curricula’ (Pung, 2013, para. 

7). Some researchers identify that these tutoring and coaching schools may be enacting 

traditional pedagogical styles that negate more innovative approaches used within 

schools, as families demand more explicit pedagogy that connects with their own 

experience of schooling (Sriprakash et al., 2015). These are important factors to consider 

in future research when exploring the increasing prevalence of this supplementary 

strategy in both Australia and Germany. 

 

Conclusion 

Strategies of educational advantage play a crucial role in influencing the distributional or 

allocative effects of education systems. The strategies identified in this chapter are no less 

important than the mobilization of school choice. Many families help with their child’s 

schoolwork within the home. There is a greater volume of school work being conducted 

in the family homes of Grade 4 students in Germany, which may be associated with the 
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school hours, earlier transition into secondary schooling and the high stakes nature of 

assessment. Regardless of their socio-economic background, on average many families are 

highly involved in reviewing and helping their children with homework on a weekly basis. 

Families with less education themselves are particularly likely to be intensively involved in 

reviewing and helping with their children’s homework. This suggests that these families 

hold aspirations for their children to socially transition through success at school. Families 

who are more advantaged are less likely to be intensively engaging with their child’s 

progress during primary school, possibly due to their school choice and comfortability with 

the education system generally.   

 

There are distinct differences in the ebb and flow of pressure points inbuilt into each 

schooling system. As students progress through secondary years, the volume of tutoring 

increases concurrently. Tutoring in Germany markets its ability to improve student grades 

at any time. This is due to the continual pressure placed on students to maintain their 

secondary school pathway within the tracked and hierarchical schools system. By 

comparison, tutoring in Australia is presented as an effective supplement for selection into 

secondary schools, despite the education system being nominally comprehensive. 

Tutoring is also seen as particularly strategic in the upper-secondary years where student 

achievement becomes intrinsic to securing university entrance. The final common 

characteristic identified is that tutoring is typically in the high-end subjects. These high-

end subjects illuminate the inherent conservatism of the curriculum in both contexts.  

 

Put simply, supplementary strategies of educational advantage are a big component in the 

lives of families in both contexts. These strategies involve family input of time and 

resources. There is not as much data collected on supplementary strategies, nor is there 

much written about them in comparative studies. In some ways these strategies are more 
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covert as they are undertaken outside of school hours, sometimes in the family home. The 

available data concerning strategies such as tutoring may actually reflect lower estimates, 

due to the hesitation that some families may feel in exposing their use of strategies that 

directly advantage their child.  

 

Although parent support with homework and tutoring are classified as supplementary 

strategies, above all else they are curriculum strategies. They are undertaken to ensure 

that their child is able to meet or exceed the demands of the curriculum. The degree to 

which families help their children with homework or employ a tutor clearly show how 

families orientate themselves to what matters most – successful navigation of the 

curriculum. It is only through the curriculum that students can achieve educational 

qualifications. The tendency of families in both contexts to focus their strategies on 

curriculum advantage are explored in more detail in the subsequent chapter. 
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 Which families profit?  

This chapter asks an important question which has not yet been raised in this study. Which 

families ultimately profit from how education systems are organized in Germany and 

Australia? The following discussion is divided into three parts.  

 

Part One ‘Growth and performance’ considers the advancements made by the German 

and Australian education systems. Schools in Australia and Germany provide significant 

opportunities for young people and their families. Both education systems serve the needs 

of the modern economy and contribute to wider society. They give access to extended 

secondary school for more young people than ever, as well as varied opportunities for 

further education and training. PISA 2015 data finds that students on average across both 

countries achieve similarly. Using aggregate measures they are placed in the top quarter 

of participating nations overall (OECD, 2016b). Yet unfortunately not all students and 

families are equal beneficiaries of this growth and strong performance.  

 

Part Two ‘Interactions with the school structures’ addresses how the structures of 

schooling in both countries influence student achievement. As explored in previous 

chapters, schooling in Germany and Australia is organized in distinctive ways. Part Two 

considers how school context is an equally important factor which has a strong association 

with student achievement. Aggregate measures of student achievement on PISA 2015 

differ according to the various forms of secondary schools in both countries. Commonly in 

both systems, different schools provide different environments for teaching and learning. 

They make different demands of their students and expose them to different curriculum 

opportunities. Each system in different ways allows families to pool and concentrate their 

resources in certain schools, at the disadvantage of others. 
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Part Three ‘Convergence in systems’ identifies the understated role of the academic 

curriculum shared between Australia and Germany’s structures. The academic curriculum 

sits at the centrepiece of each education system’s design. It is the key mechanism behind 

the processes of selection and sorting evident in both systems. Regardless of family 

background or which school they attend, all students need to grapple with the academic 

curriculum and meet its demands. Those German and Australian families who are able to 

navigate each system are the ones who profit from it. They use the structures and their 

strategies to benefit their children’s ability to succeed on the terms of the academic 

curriculum.  

 

Growth and performance 

Education systems are charged with a wider social purpose. They are complex social 

institutions advancing societies and preparing young people for ever more complicated 

futures. The German and the Australian education systems have delivered on the promise 

of upward mobility for many students and their families. Both nations’ education systems 

make significant contributions to the modern economy and future workforce needs. 

Schools facilitate possibilities for students to become lifelong learners and provide 

pathways into further education and training. Not only this, schools also provide a crucial 

anchoring for young people as they find their place within society. At the same time, there 

is more student diversity in the Australian and German education systems than ever. The 

extension of access to secondary schooling coincided with the contraction of the full-time 

labour market for young people across most Western economies and the ongoing 

destabilisation of the global economy. These wider contextual factors intensify the 
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pressure on schools as young people need to stay in school for longer than they have 

before. 

 

No longer is it enough for education systems to set their own objectives and measure their 

progress towards them. Now it is essential to demonstrate a comparative edge. 

Transnational assessments such as PISA have successfully presented themselves as a 

product or a ‘yardstick’ by which education systems measure their relative achievement 

(Bieber et al., 2014). In terms of its impact, PISA has gained a predominance above other 

transnational assessments. Nevertheless as with all assessment, PISA and the other 

transnational assessments such as TIMSS are also necessarily limited. It is impossible to 

capture all that has been accomplished by the Australian and German education systems 

through one method of assessment. 

 

PISA aggregate scores provide insight into apparent changes in student achievement in 

both education systems over time. Table 9.1 documents how Australia and Germany 

performed in PISA since 2003, which was the second time it was implemented. Despite 

clear distinctions between the countries in earlier PISA assessment, Table 9.1 identifies 

that average performance in PISA 2015 across all subject domains is now fairly comparable 

in Germany and Australia. German students outperform Australian students on Reading 

Literacy and Mathematical Literacy, while aggregate scores are comparable in Scientific 

Literacy.  
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Table 9.1 Germany and Australia PISA mean score on consecutive assessments 
across the three subject domains 

Country PISA 

2003  

PISA 

2006  

PISA 

2009  

PISA 

2012  

PISA 

2015  

 

Scientific Literacy 

Australia  527 527 521 510 

Germany  516 520 524 509 

Reading Literacy 

Australia   515 512 503 

Germany   497 508 509 

Mathematical Literacy 

Australia 524 520 514 504 494 

Germany 503 504 513 514 506 

Source: Adapted from Thomson et al., 2017. 

 

Education systems structures are rigid. In the late 1970s, Fritz Ringer observed that 

education systems are more likely to be described as subject to ‘inertia’ than rapid change 

(Ringer, 1979). Yet PISA data optimistically suggests that systems are able to evolve as 

well. The differences in aggregate achievement in both systems over time shows that 

change is possible. The improvement of Germany across all subject domains indicates that 

the hierarchical system can be adaptive. On the other hand, PISA finds less improvement 

in Australia where scores reflect a downward trend. However it is important to place these 

scores into the context of the wider PISA study, where students from both countries 

deliver consistently strong performance. When compared to the students from all other 

participating nations, Australian and German students are placed in the top-quarter of 

achievement in their aggregate performance across all subject domains (OECD, 2016b).  

 

Taking a more fine-grained perspective using the same PISA data identifies a troubling 

finding. Table 9.2 and 9.3 show the differences in student achievement in PISA 2015 across 

all subject areas by quintiles defined using PISA’s Index of Economic, Social and Cultural 
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Status (ESCS). It is apparent that student achievement is not evenly distributed across the 

population in either context. Indeed patterns in achievement by family socio-economic 

background are fairly common across Australia and Germany. Unfortunately this is not 

surprising. Dahrendorf in the mid-1960s described how there can be a certain fatalism at 

times to educational research, which uncovers similar patterns, particularly in terms of 

inequality (Dahrendorf, 1967a). 

 

Table 9.2  Australian mean score across all subject domains by family socio-
economic background (ESCS) PISA 2015 

 Lowest Low Mid High Highest 

Science 457 485 501 531 565 

Mathematics 446 471 485 514 546 

Reading 452 478 494 524 556 

Source and notes:  OECD PISA 2015, weighted data. 

 

Table 9.3  Germany mean score across all subject domains by family socio-
economic background (ESCS) PISA 2015 

 

Lowest Low Mid High Highest 

Science 461 501 515 538 572 

Mathematics 464 499 511 529 560 

Reading 467 505 516 536 567 

Source and notes:  OECD PISA 2015 weighted data. 

 

There is a clear chasm in student achievement by the relative advantage or disadvantage 

of families. Table 9.2 and Table 9.3 suggest that the difference between families in the 

bottom quintile and families in the top quintile of ESCS across every subject domain is 

approximately 100 points in both countries. PISA scores are units without any ‘substantive 

meaning’, although past reports estimate that ‘on average across countries, the difference 
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between adjacent grades is about 40 score points’ (OECD, 2016b). 15-year-old students 

from the most disadvantaged families are up to two and a half years behind their most 

advantaged peers in both countries. According to PISA, students from families in the 

middle quintile are just over one year ahead of students from the most disadvantaged 

families. They trail students from the most advantaged families by just over a year in most 

domains. It is apparent that both education systems are not delivering in the same way 

for families across various socio-economic backgrounds. 

 

PISA 2015 also provides a differentiated picture of student achievement by first-

generation immigrant status. The OECD sees that the manner in which societies include 

migrant students into their schools is a key starting point to their wider social integration 

(OECD, 2018b). All migrant families are newcomers to each education system. They have 

to learn to negotiate a new system design. Although many have less economic, social and 

cultural capital than non-migrant families, they nonetheless aspire for their children’s 

educational success. Migrant families desire for their children to build a future in their new 

country and subsequently many hold aspirations for upward mobility (Crul, 2015).  

 

Migration in Germany and Australia has developed over time in very different ways. 

Germany has a population of around 82 million, where approximately 15 million residents 

have a migrant background. Most of the migrants who have settled in Germany are from 

Turkey and they represent 23 per cent of Germany’s foreign population (Gresch et al., 

2012). More recently Germany took a leading role in taking in refugees from Syria and 

elsewhere, where the influx was relatively uncontrolled. This differs from Australia’s highly 

selective immigration policy, including its treatment of refugees (which generates ongoing 

debate within the country). Immigrants in Australia mostly come from English-speaking 

countries such as the United Kingdom, New Zealand and South Africa, as well as Asian 
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countries such as China, India and the Philippines (Productivity Commission, 2016). 

Approximately one in four Australian residents are born in another country (Productivity 

Commission, 2016). A recent emphasis on skilled migration has meant that more 

professionals have come particularly to the large Australian capital cities, many of whom 

hold higher forms of educational attainment than Australia-born individuals (Productivity 

Commission, 2016).  

 

Figure 9.1 shows the differences in PISA 2015 mean scores according to whether the 

student is born in Germany or another country. Across all subject domains, students with 

a migrant background fall behind non-immigrant peers. They are about two years behind 

non-immigrant German students in all domains.  

 

Figure 9.1  Germany PISA 2015 mean score by subject domain and whether the 
student was born in Germany or another country 

 

Source and notes:  OECD PISA 2015 weighted data. 

 

The relatively poor performance of first-generation immigrant students in Germany 

compared with German-born students is not just reflected in PISA data, but is identified 
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by other key German reports and data collections. Those with an immigrant background 

are typically in lower educational pathways than non-immigrant students in the German 

stratified school system (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2012). Students 

born overseas also pose a higher risk of dropping out from school altogether (Berkemeyer 

et al., 2017).  

 

In this respect, the situation in Australia provides an interesting contrast. Figure 9.2 finds 

the difference between students who were born in Australia and those who were born in 

another country contrast significantly with patterns in Germany. Immigrant students in 

Australia achieve at a higher level than non-immigrant students in mathematics. In the 

domains of reading and science, their achievement is only slightly less than non-immigrant 

students. Australia is one of the few countries where students from an immigrant 

background achieve at a higher level than students from a non-immigrant background on 

OECD assessment (Sonnemann, 2018). The strong achievement of immigrant students is 

reflected in the Australian national standardized assessment as well (Sonnemann, 2018). 

Some of these trends can be associated with the selective immigration intake, particularly 

from Asian countries, which Crul identifies as the new ‘model minority’ who perform 

exceptionally well in education systems (Crul, 2015). Students from migrant families may 

also be pushed harder by their families to achieve at school (Sonnemann, 2018). The 

previous chapter on supplementary strategies identified that many families are likely to 

be participating in homework support, coaching and tutoring (Sriprakash et al., 2015). 

Another key factor contributing to their strong performance is that migrant students in 

Australia may enter schooling already speaking English, whilst immigrant students in 

Germany are less likely to be fluent in the host language. 
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Figure 9.2  Australian PISA 2015 mean score by subject domain and whether the 
student was born in Australia or another country 

 

 

Source and notes:  OECD PISA 2015 weighted data 

 

Germany and Australia are unique countries, where the design of their education systems 

sit in contrast to one another. On the one hand, there is a marked commonality: family 

socio-economic background has a big impact on achievement differences. Why is it that 

‘structure’ does not override student outcomes? Or do we see what conflict theorists 

predicted, in that the function of education systems is to codify inequality? On the other 

hand, there is a marked contrast in PISA achievement as between immigrant and non-

immigrant students. Students from an immigrant background in Australia are achieving on 

par with non-immigrant students. Immigrant students in Germany are trailing their non-

immigrant peers substantially.  

Interactions with the school structures  

This section now looks at the discrete school structures in both countries and their 

influence on student achievement. Using the same PISA data, the chapter asks whether 

school context is associated with student achievement.  
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Turning first to the German system, Figure 9.3 shows the mean scores for students who 

attend a Gymnasium and students at any other secondary school (besides the Gymnasium) 

across two subject domains in PISA 2015. The data used to construct Figure 9.3 is taken 

from Reiss et al.’s report on Germany’s PISA 2015 performance which in its title suggests 

that the system sits between continuity and innovation (Reiss et al., 2016, pp. 237, 271). 

The authors of this report chose to present the data in this manner and group the broad 

range of other German secondary schools together. Unfortunately this cannot provide any 

insight into student achievement from individual secondary schools operating within 

Germany such as the Realschule, the Hauptschule or the comprehensive school. Figure 9.3 

shows a relatively striking picture of student achievement in Germany according to school 

type. In both subject domains, 15-year-old students in Germany who attend a Gymnasium 

on average significantly outperform students attending any other secondary school in 

Germany. 

 
Figure 9.3 German PISA 2015 mean score by Gymnasium and non-Gymnasium 

secondary school 

 

Source and notes: Adapted from Reiss et al., 2016, p.237, p.271. Science mean score by school 
type not available.  
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Students in the Gymnasium have an average score in mathematics which is 97 points 

ahead of the other secondary schools. Students in the Gymnasium have an average score 

in reading which is 105 points ahead of students in the other secondary schools. This 

translates into an equivalency of students in the Gymnasium being two and half years 

ahead of their learning than their peers in both subject domains. The Gymnasium clearly 

sits on the top of the hierarchical arrangements of schooling in Germany and it is the 

school of choice for many families, particularly those who are relatively advantaged. 

However, the composition of the Gymnasium by family characteristics is not enough to 

explain its strong achievement when compared to the other German secondary schools.  

 

The binary presented in Figure 9.3 shows the distinction in student achievement between 

a school which is able to apply the most stringent application of selection, compared to 

other schools which do not. Chapter 4, ‘Structured choice within the German education 

system’, discusses how the Gymnasium is given all the structural benefits within the 

German system that enable it to achieve. The majority of students are tracked early into 

the Gymnasium, therefore from Grade 5 onwards many students are given the advantage 

of the selective pathway and accelerated through the curriculum. A key function that the 

Gymnasium retains in every German state is its ability to sort and select students by their 

achievement on the curriculum, regardless of how the state organizes its provision of 

secondary schooling. Essentially as the school retains its ability to export academic failure, 

it does not have to cater for a differentiated student cohort with various learning needs.  

 

Another key feature which explain the achievement patterns evident in Figure 9.3 is that 

students in the Gymnasium are exposed to a more demanding curriculum. In Germany, 

the structures of schooling are organized in such a way where students do not share a 

universal curriculum from Grade 5 onwards. They are exposed to different curricula by the 
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nature of the school they attend and which school-leaving certificate they are working 

towards. Simply put, one reason why students do better in the Gymnasium is because 

more is asked of them and students have to answer with strong achievement. They are 

continually exposed to high cognitive demands as they undertake the Abitur. Students in 

multi-track schools, or single-track schools which do not lead to the Abitur are exposed to 

less demanding curricula. The curricula in the other school-leaving certificates are less 

focussed on discrimination of academic ability and broader in content and purpose. 

Although students in comprehensive schools are also able to work towards the Abitur, 

they undertake the curriculum requirements over nine years rather than eight (in some 

states). Therefore it is a logical outcome that they are less advanced in their learning, and 

they may achieve lesser marks on average on assessments such as PISA. Within a hot 

house atmosphere like the Gymnasium, the high demands placed on students are a key 

explanation for why their students achieve such high scores on average in assessments 

such as PISA. 

 

As mentioned, the data used to construct Figure 9.3 is limited by the report from which it 

is drawn (e.g. Reiss et al., 2016). Previous reports on Germany’s PISA performance provide 

a differentiated picture of achievement differences between schools which have 

continued relevance. Figure 9.4 is derived using PISA 2003 data which provides a 

perspective into the Mathematics mean score by each school type as well as by the socio-

economic status of the families. The mean score of students form a distinct hierarchy 

across each type of school. Within each school, the results also hold a pattern in terms of 

family socio-economic background. Students from the most advantaged families score on 

average above their peers from the least disadvantaged families within all school types. 

These results need to be interpreted with the previous discussion which suggests that the 

Gymnasium has a lesser proportion of less advantaged families than the other school 
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types. These results prove to be even more complex when considering the breakdown of 

socio-economic status within each of the schools at the same point. 

 

Figure 9.4  Mathematical competence by ESCS quartile and type of secondary 
school, PISA 2003 mean score 

 

Source: Adapted from PISA-Konsortium Deutschland, 2004, p.244, Table 9.11b. 
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publicly-subsidized private schools. Figure 9.5 shows PISA 2015 student average scores 

across the various subject domains by Government, Catholic or private school sector.  

 

Figure 9.5 Australian PISA 2015 mean score by school sector 

 

Source and notes:  OECD PISA 2015, weighted data 

 

Figure 9.5 reveals how the structural arrangements in Australia interact with student 

achievement. It is apparent that students in public schools on average achieve the lowest 

PISA scores across all subject areas. In aggregate terms, students in Catholic schools 
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others. Figure 9.5 suggests that students in private schools are on average approximately 

one and a half years ahead of students in public schools in terms of their learning. This is 

an important factor to consider in view of Australia’s comprehensive model, where most 
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school students go into the final years with an advantage over students from public and 

Catholic schools. 
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In Australia, the influence of structural arrangements on student achievement differs from 

what is found in Germany. This is largely because student selection into public and private 

sectors is generally not undertaken on the basis of student achievement (although at an 

individual school level admissions practice may well prefer high achievers over low). 

Selection into the various sectors occurs by nature of the capacity of families to meet their 

entry requirements (including religious confession) and pay school fees. The private non-

Catholic sector as a whole has the narrowest social intake as it imposes the highest school 

fees. Although private schools have the ability to offload failing students, they still need to 

cater for students who may come from wealthier families but may not be high achievers 

academically. Public schools are the most inclusive and thus they achieve the lowest PISA 

mean scores in all subject domains. 

 

As discussed earlier in Chapter 6, the manner in which the government distributes school 

funding means that some schools can accumulate significant wealth to draw on at the 

expense of other schools with less wealth and less advantaged families. Private schools in 

particular attract teachers with a high degree of expertise due to their optimal conditions. 

Private schools establish world-class teaching and learning facilities to support high 

student achievement. These resources enable schools to multiple their advantages 

already granted to them by the families that they cater for. Public schools do not charge 

high school fees, which means they rely mostly on funding their programs through 

resources provided to them through the government.  

 

Australia has made much progress in providing access to the curriculum for all students 

(Teese, 2000; Teese & Polesel, 2003). However schools differ by the nature of the subjects 

and curricula they are able to offer their students particularly in the secondary years as 
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they begin to prepare for the high-stakes final years. Schools differ between and within 

sectors by their ability to provide students with the opportunity to undertake the high-

value academic subjects. Schools in demand amongst families are typically those that 

provide access to the high-end subjects. Schools which have to cater for more student 

diversity, particularly in the public sector, need to provide a wider range of subjects 

catering for a more diverse range of needs and are unable to concentrate on the academic 

high-end subjects alone.  

 

In both Australia and Germany, student achievement is not only influenced by the family 

background. This section suggests that the discrete structural features of each country are 

also responsible for uneven patterns of student achievement. The importance of school 

context is illuminated through uneven PISA achievement patterns. Ultimately this is 

because schools are set up to engage with the curriculum differently. The structures of 

schooling make different demands on the students in each context. By structural design, 

the various schools expose students to different aspects of the curriculum and support 

them to meet its demands. Both systems enable families to pool resources within certain 

schools and concentrate high-value resources. At the same time, academic selection 

means talented and aspirational students are creamed off into certain schools, thus 

depleting the cultural mix of schools at the lower end of the hierarchy in both countries 

and reducing their performance. The concentration of cultural resources within certain 

schools which is promoted differently in each system is a key support for exploiting the 

academic curriculum. 
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Convergence in systems – the academic curriculum 

The demands of the academic curriculum drive both education systems (Savina, Mons, 

Duru-Bellat, 2012; Teese, 2003). Ultimately high-value educational credentials are not 

granted on the basis of family background alone. Neither is student achievement 

determined solely by which school a student attends. Students achieve when they formally 

show that they can meet the demands of the academic curriculum. This is a common 

characteristic in both Australia and Germany. Despite their unique structural forms, the 

academic curriculum is predominant in both. Achievement of a university pathway in both 

countries is contingent on success on the terms specified in the curriculum frameworks 

outlined by their respective school-leaving certificates.  

 

The school leaving certificates and the curricula that constitute them are represented as 

‘a neutral environment purged of ideology’ (Althusser, 1971/2008, p.30). However in both 

countries, the curriculum is far from a neutral construction. The curriculum defines what 

counts as knowledge which is used in schools ‘as a complex filter to stratify groups of 

students’ (Apple, 1982, p.22). The curriculum cannot be dissociated from the social forces 

at play within schools (Jones, 2003; Savina et, al., 2012). The academic curriculum is a key 

feature bound up with the status contest in which families engage during their child’s 

schooling. The curriculum frameworks in both countries operate as codified forms of social 

power that construct educational success and failure (Teese, 2003). 

 

The central feature in the design of both education systems is that they limit the access 

that students have to the curriculum. Both systems sort and select students at different 

moments and in different ways. The end result is that only the most ‘academic’, ‘clever’ 

or ‘brainy’ students are perceived to be capable of engaging in the contest for university 

selection. This perception obscures the reality, however, which is that students are able 
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to profit differently from the curriculum by the nature of who their families are. Families 

hold different spatial locations in relation to the positions of power within education 

systems, no less in their relationship to the curriculum (Bourdieu, 1989). Advantaged 

families find their lifestyles and pursuits fully expressed in the values and norms of 

education system codified in the formal and informal curriculum (Heath, 1983; Lareau, 

2011). It follows that their children are more likely to secure academic promotion than 

children from less advantaged families. By contrast, less advantaged families, many of 

whom are equally aspirational for their children’s educational success (e.g., immigrant 

families) are more vulnerable to the hierarchy of values explicit and implicit in the 

curriculum.  

 

The conservatism apparent in the curriculum and how it privileges the values of certain 

families over others is hardly a new finding. The conservative function of the curriculum 

was discussed by Bourdieu and Passeron many decades ago, not to mention other 

significant critiques (Althusser, 1971/2008, Apple, 1979; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 

Connell et al., 1982; Teese, 2000). What is apparent as the years have gone by, however, 

is the ongoing relevance of their work. A historical perspective facilitates a clear line of 

sight to the progress and change apparent in both education systems through the reforms 

that have been implemented. There has been much growth in access and achievement 

driven by adaptability in structures. The loosening of institutional boundaries has opened 

up the possibilities for more young people to engage in the school curriculum and gain 

educational capital. But unfortunately, in significant ways, it can be said that in both 

countries it appears that the curriculum remains ossified as a cultural relic. The curriculum 

functions to sort and select students using fairly traditional measures, whilst the system 

transforms around it. It sits as the counterpoint to the more inclusive motives behind 

many of the reforms that have been undertaken.  
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The progressive expansion of upper secondary education for more young people and their 

families has led to the widening social exposure to failure on the terms of the academic 

curriculum (Teese, 2011, p. 14). The academic curriculum arguably remains a powerful 

mechanism for privileging certain social groups, despite policy reforms designed to 

provide a greater mass of people with educational opportunities. Apple suggests that a 

worldwide trend is apparent, as various reforms have in fact reinstalled ‘what is assumed 

to be a high-status knowledge in schools, defining ‘important’ knowledge as only that 

which serves the limited needs of economically powerful groups’ (Apple, 2018, p.277). This 

age of massification makes it even more apparent how the curriculum is designed to 

favour certain families over others. With so many young people staying on through 

secondary school for longer, the academic curriculum as a longstanding tool for selection 

is required to work with ever greater efficiency in an environment of mass access. In 

Australia and Germany, families who want their children to achieve at school have to 

negotiate on the terms set by the curriculum. Families leverage different social, economic 

and cultural capital to support their children through their deployment of educational 

strategies of advantage designed to achieve the requisite academic performance. 

 

The way that the academic hierarchy is ‘preserved’ is unique within each country (Teese, 

2011). Both curricula continue to place heavy emphasis on the traditional subjects, what 

is known as ‘Bildung’ in Germany or what is called a liberal education in Anglophone 

countries like Australia. This is as distinct from an overemphasis on technical subjects 

designed to serve current social, economic and labour market need. A common trend 

evident is that the curriculum prizes the study of languages, science and mathematics. In 

both systems, these subjects are divided into high-end and low-end options, where not all 

students are given equally opportunities to participate and learn equally. In Germany this 
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is done through the school-leaving certificates, and in Australia this is done through 

differentiated subject choices in the upper years which differ between schools. The high-

end options are the most rewarded, whilst the softer options are converted into less 

valued educational capital. Germany and Australia are not alone here with conservative 

curriculum models. This continuing privileging of certain subjects is paradoxically occurring 

against a backdrop that features the explicit incorporation so-called 21st century skills into 

their curriculum frameworks to try and adopt more contemporary directions for student 

learning. What remains to be seen is whether the 21st century skills represent a new step 

in providing equal access to curriculum opportunities, or whether they are simply 

refashioning the inherent conservatism of the curriculum to deliver familiar outcomes. 

 

The three parts which make up this chapter interconnect with one another. Families who 

tend to profit in either country are similar. Families who are relatively advantaged have 

less barriers to contend with respect to both school structures and the academic 

curriculum - hence their children achieve strong performance on measures such as PISA. 

Class does not completely determine educational outcomes, but it is certainly a 

contributing factor. Advantaged families do not simply reap the profit from education 

systems by the nature of who they are. It doesn’t just happen. There is an active dimension 

to how they seek to adopt strategies of educational advantage in order to reconvert their 

social, economic and cultural capital to their children’s benefit. Achievement is 

strengthened when students from similar families are placed together and beneficial 

resources are pooled. These schools build on the strength of their family resources. They 

can effectively demand more of their students, with the knowledge that these students 

will be supported at home or with the deployment of strategies such as tutoring. 

Conversely for families who are less advantaged, this chapter shows the various barriers 

they have to surmount to be able to ensure their child succeeds academically. Students 
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from certain families are able to surmount these barriers (e.g., certain immigrant families 

in Australia), whilst others are less able.  

 

Therefore, it is no surprise that some of the high use strategies of educational advantage 

adopted by families in both contexts intersect with the academic curriculum. The common 

strategies of educational advantage identified across the two countries are discussed in 

detail within the next chapter. The next chapter looks at the systems side-by-side. It 

rounds out the comparative study by placing their structures alongside one another and 

highlights their unique features. Underneath their discrete designs, a close analysis finds 

common features in how families use strategies of educational advantage and what drives 

families to use them. 
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 Systems side-by-side  

The first section of this chapter sums up the distinctive characteristics identified in the 

German and Australian education systems and how they set up different parameters for 

families to support their children’s achievement. The second section addresses the recent 

structural alignment apparent between the systems as a result of various localized reforms 

within each jurisdiction. The third section of the chapter identifies characteristics shared 

by both countries, which are less to do with structures and more associated with the 

strategies of educational advantage used by families. Families in both countries share 

common methods in how they apply strategies to advantage their children. These 

strategies are driven by common sensitivities concerning the current state of each 

education system coupled with the rising educational aspirations of families. Strategies in 

both countries are an expression of families realizing academic distinction and social 

distance. The chapter concludes by summarizing how families navigate structures and 

leverage strategies to secure their child’s educational futures within the Australian and 

German schools system.  

 

Structures set up different terms for status contest  

This study has not been concerned about whether the German education system is better 

than the Australian system, or vice versa. In fact, this study starts with the observation 

that the two education systems actually achieve relatively similar PISA results. The 

question driving this comparative study is how the distinctive structural conditions found 

in the two countries influence how families compete for their child’s relative advantage. 

It is apparent that the distinct structural environment within each country influences when 

and how strategies of educational advantage are used, and to what effect. Although 

impossible to quantify with the data currently available, it appears that strategies of 
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educational advantage are fairly equally applied by families across both systems. Neither 

structural environment lessens or intensifies the propensity for families to use the 

strategies available to them.  

 

Ringer argues that the purpose of comparative work lies firstly in differentiating between 

those characteristics unique to national systems from those shared by several (Ringer, 

1979). Accordingly, this chapter begins by identifying the unique characteristics of each 

system. Australia formally has a comprehensive education structure while Germany has a 

tracked school system. These structural categories are useful and have been extrapolated 

in previous chapters in terms of their influence on families and their strategies of 

educational advantage. The distinctive systemic qualities are discussed here by drawing 

on Turner’s typology relating to social acceptance of how school systems deliver on 

upward mobility developed in 1960, according to which Germany’s system can be 

considered as the elite sponsorship model and Australia’s as the contest model (Turner, 

1960).  

 

Turner’s model has fallen out of vogue with comparativists and researchers in general. 

Mountford-Zimdars suggests this is due to various factors, one being that ‘modes of social 

mobility’ are not regarded as an important area of study when compared to other issues 

facing education systems worldwide (Mountford-Zimdars, 2015). The timing of Turner’s 

work was also inopportune. It was initially developed using the United States schools 

system (‘open-contest’) and the United Kingdom schools system (‘elite sponsorship’) as 

the exemplars and shortly after the United Kingdom went on to dismantle its tripartite 

system and undertake comprehensive school reforms (Mountford-Zimdars, 2015).  
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Nevertheless Turner’s model is useful as it is illustrates the interaction between education 

systems and society’s acceptance of how schools structure achievement and the 

possibilities for upward mobility (Turner, 1960). Despite Turner’s framework being 

developed many decades ago, it still holds true that families in both societies regard 

education systems as embodying the promise of upward mobility. To realize their 

ambitions and support their children, families have to work within the specific terms set 

out within the education system structures. They have to trust that their education system 

will deliver for their child. Using Turner as a framework, the two systems will be discussed 

in light of their correspondence to an open-contest and elite sponsorship model. The main 

key distinctions between the Australian and German schools systems are outlined in Table 

10.1.  
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Table 10.1  Turner’s framework comparing Australia and Germany school systems 

Australia  - open-contest model Germany – elite sponsorship model 

 There is only one track of secondary 

school. 

 Selection into the various tracks of 

secondary schooling starts early from 

Grade 5 (in some states).  

 Selection for university occurs at the 

end of secondary school. 

 Recruitment into university is largely 

taken from those students who complete 

the upper-secondary track (Abitur). 

 Assessment in primary or secondary 

school (except for those in Government 

selective secondary schools) is not high-

stakes.  

 Assessment in the upper years of 

primary school is used to determine 

selection into secondary school pathways. 

Achievement standards are continually 

applied in the secondary school pathways. 

 A ranking score provided at end of 

secondary schooling serves as main tool for 

university entrance (some courses subject to 

additional admissions requirements). 

 Achievement of the Abitur is enough 

to facilitate entry into university (some 

courses subject to additional admissions 

requirements). 

 School choice encouraged and no 

formal guidance is given to families when 

they make a decision for secondary school. 

 Formal guidance is given to families by 

the primary school concerning secondary 

school pathway. Students with appropriate 

achievement standards are ‘recruited’ into 

the upper-secondary levels early on. 

 Grade repetition is not common. 

Demotion does not exist, as there are no 

other school-tracks to be demoted to. 

 Demotion and grade repetition occurs 

in some states on the basis of student 

achievement on the curriculum. 

 Students are kept together in the same 

formal learning tracks following fairly similar 

curriculum standards. 

 Students streamed into the various 

tracks according to the school-leaving 

certificate they work towards. 

 Upward mobility is associated with 

university attainment and the school-leaving 

certificate is not valued in itself. 

 Upward mobility is associated with 

attainment of the Abitur, seen as 

facilitating further education and training 

possibilities. Increasingly more focus placed 

on university attainment. 

 

The German system can be characterized as the elite sponsorship model. This is because 

the various school tracks are organized horizontally and students are effectively ‘recruited’ 

or ‘sponsored’ into the higher tracks of schools which facilitate direct access to university. 

Recruitment or sponsorship implies that school pathway choice is not based solely on a 

student’s own determination. This is borne out by the fact that the secondary schools that 

students attend is a negotiated action (the ‘Empfehlung’) between schools, teachers, and 
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parents. Ambition and aspiration for the upper forms of learning such as the Gymnasium 

are not enough. Students have to achieve the necessary achievement standards to gain a 

recommendation for the Gymnasium. Families can use strategies of choice within the 

German structures, but they are curtailed when compared to strategies of choice in 

Australia. Above all, there is no generalized system of subsidized private schooling. 

 

Recruitment into the more prestigious learning pathways within Turner’s elite sponsorship 

model occurs relatively early in life, so that the system ensures ‘control over selection and 

training’ (Turner, 1960, p. 859). In Germany, early selection (starting from Grade 5) into 

the hierarchical pathways is accepted by people as the way things are done. It is a 

culturally embedded practice within the states that adhere strongly to the tracked 

institutional model such as Bavaria. Tracking is still necessary in states such as Hamburg 

which delay student selection – it is simply done at a later point in time. After the transition 

into secondary school, students progress rapidly into different curricula determined by the 

distinct requirements of the school-leaving certificates. The Abitur demands the most 

from students. Students who undertake the Abitur need to demonstrate mastery in two 

foreign languages as well as science and mathematics throughout secondary school. But 

in addition to the Abitur, different curriculum demands made of students within each 

tracked pathway contribute to the perception that the school-leaving certificates provide 

students with differentiated access to various further education and training possibilities.  

 

The Australian schooling system can be viewed as Turner’s open-contest model. Australian 

families have less formal structures to navigate as the system is nominally comprehensive 

which means there is generally only one school track. No formal selection applies from 

primary into the secondary stage of schooling. In Australia, the key moment of formal 

contest is when students undertake the final two years of secondary school (Grade 11 and 
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Grade 12), as the system is structured to be a race at the end. Theoretically all students 

compete on equal terms for university selection within the final years of schooling. In 

practice, however, students who make it to the final years of secondary schooling have 

vastly different levels of prior achievement. Students are exposed differently to the 

curriculum by the nature of the school that they attend. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, schools in Australia provide different conditions for learning and teaching. School 

of choice give their students the most access to the curriculum. Those that are selective in 

their student intake are ultimately able to demand more of their students.  

 

Australian families accept that the determination of the university entrance ranking score 

at the end of Grade 12 is strongly associated with prospects for upward mobility. Students 

with a high ranking score are able to access the top-tier universities and preferred 

undergraduate studies, which presuppose future success in the labour market. 

Educational success in Australian society is not reflected in the achievement of the school-

leaving certificate in itself. On the other hand, in Germany upward mobility is intertwined 

with the hierarchical provision of school-leaving certificates. Students who complete the 

upper-secondary school certificate (‘the Abitur’) are seen as having the greater prospects 

for further education and training, including in most cases direct access to university. 

Across all states regardless of the school structural design, the Abitur is perceived by over 

nine in ten families as opening up the strongest workforce possibilities of upward mobility 

for their child (see Table 4.1). Students who complete the Mittlere Reife or Hauptschule 

school-leaving certificate are granted relatively curtailed opportunities for future 

education and training. 
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Recent structural alignment 

Turner’s framework of ideal types is most useful as a means of juxtaposing the two 

systems and their structural differences. These influence different approaches to how 

families support their children to get ahead. Most comparative studies start from the ideal 

function of the education system structures in order to study their mechanisms and where 

they align (or misalign) with one another. Classifying education systems as certain ideal 

types (e.g. comprehensive/tracked) is important and provides a good foundation to 

commence comparative analysis. This is where the two systems – Germany and Australia 

- are often set up as a counterpoint to one another. Nevertheless all ideal types are 

necessarily abstracted from actual contexts and empirical realities (Trow, 1973). This has 

been shown in this study, which has dismantled stereotypical structural perspectives on 

the German and Australian systems by taking a more detailed and localized approach. 

 

This study stresses the necessity of going behind national narratives to offer a more subtly 

differentiated picture of education in Germany or Australia. This is particularly important 

in Federal systems, where jurisdictions tend to have responsibility for educational matters 

and states differ from each other in significant ways. In Germany, the two states featured 

as case studies are examples of a public system with early selection (e.g., Bavaria) and a 

public system with delayed selection (e.g., Hamburg). In Australia, the two states are 

examples of a segmented public and publicly-subsidized private schools in an untracked 

system, one with macro selection in the public sector (e.g., NSW) and the other with micro-

selection in the public sector (e.g., Victoria).  

 

Various contemporary educational reforms being implemented in some of these states 

have been identified which in fact place their school system in a contrary position to their 

‘ideal’ structural design from a national perspective. Some reforms apparent at the state 



282 
 

level actually bring the German and Australia systems into greater structural alignment 

with one another. These reforms are identified in Table 10.2. Many of these reforms are 

relatively new, emblematic of the dynamism within education systems and their 

structures. These changes show how families negotiate education systems that are in a 

continual state of transformation. Families in both countries have to adjust their strategies 

in light of reform and structural changes occurring at the regional level. It remains a little 

unclear about how the relatively recent structural alignment will influence family 

strategies. This is an important area of inquiry for future scholarly work featuring these 

two countries.  

 

Table 10.2  Changes in both systems which bring them in alignment 

Australia ‘comprehensive’ Germany ‘tracked’ 

More selection is occurring within 

Government sector (e.g., NSW and Victoria) 

More comprehensive delivery is 

occurring (e.g., Hamburg) 

Certificate stratification is growing (e.g., 

Victoria) 

Certificate diversity is weakening (e.g., 

Hamburg and Bavaria) 

Selection is occurring from Grade 4 (e.g., 

NSW) 

Selection in some states is being 

delayed (e.g., Hamburg) 

 

Selectivity runs contrary to the comprehensive structural design where nominally all 

schools should offer the same opportunities to students and their families. Yet secondary 

schools in the Government sector which are partially-selective (through within-school 

programs) or fully-selective are in high demand within states such as Victoria and NSW. As 

discussed, these two states realize educational provision differently, particularly with 

respect to selection within public schools. Fully-selective Government schools control 

their intake exclusively on the basis of student achievement. The largest student 

enrolment in fully-selective Government schools is found in NSW and access is 

coordinated centrally by the system. In Victoria there are only four fully-selective 

Government schools which organize a program for Grade 9 to Grade 12, with the result 
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that there is not the same quantity of places available for students. Student access into 

selective schools in the Government sector in both states is hotly contested.  

 

Additionally in both states there is an increase in partially-selective Government 

secondary schools. Within-school selective programs appeal to families in their facilitation 

of a learning environment protected from the wider student diversity. The social demand 

for academic selectivity within the Government system is starting to be incorporated into 

primary school programs. In some NSW primary schools families are offered the 

opportunity to place their children in Opportunity Classes from Grade 5 (Ho, 2017a). 

Selectivity into this program is also administrated and coordinated by a central body. 

Students who achieve a place in these classes are isolated from the wider student cohort 

in certain learning areas from Grade 5. Their practice of early student selection from Grade 

5 intriguingly parallels the German system. The NSW government’s pursuit of selectivity is 

channelling practices that has affinities with the elite sponsorship model.  

 

The state of Victoria compromises its claim to a comprehensive education system through 

its relatively recent decision to award two distinct secondary school-leaving certificates 

(VCE or VCAL, see p.200). Although the certificates are delivered in the same school, 

students have to undertake different subjects to complete the two distinctive school-

leaving certificates. Students start to be tracked into VCAL in the upper secondary years. 

The VCE and VCAL school-leaving certificates present varied opportunities for further 

education and training, despite being formally recognized as the same level of educational 

attainment. VCAL was brought in to address the failure of many students to meet the 

demands of the VCE. Its introduction may be seen by some as a ‘conservative curriculum 

strategy’ to protect the dominance of the academically-orientated VCE (Teese, 2011). 

VCAL is perceived as the lesser demanding option due to its applied nature and 



284 
 

competency-based assessment. The two certificate delivery model in Victoria, which 

effectively necessitates two curriculum tracks, sit in contradiction to the comprehensive 

model. 

 

Generally Germany’s system has moved towards a more comprehensive-style provision of 

secondary school, with a significant proportion of students now within schools that offer 

pathways towards more than one school-leaving certificate. Despite their name, the 

German ‘comprehensive school’ is far from comprehensive. Comprehensive schools still 

have to deliver the hierarchical arrangement of secondary school-leaving certificates. 

These certificates have different requirements and necessitate distinct pathways within-

schools. A positive effect of the growth in German comprehensive schools is that they 

delay student selection into single tracks of learning, as the early tracking of students is a 

common critique of education systems within international reporting (Field et al., 2007; 

OECD, 2016b). Students in comprehensive schools are exposed to a more integrated 

learning program until later in the secondary years. Plus it would be expected that 

movement between the tracks determined by school-leaving certificate may be easier for 

students within the same school, as opposed to changing schools entirely. Another trend 

is that it is increasingly uncommon to find schools engaging in single-track delivery of the 

Hauptschule school-leaving certificate, this was apparent most of all in the study of Bayern 

which has developed the Mittelschule. The Mittelschule are slowly replacing the 

Hauptschule in Bavaria and deliver both the Mittlere Reife and the Hauptschulabschluss 

(Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Bildung und Kultus Wissenschaft und Kunst 2015). 

Over time, it would be expected that this form of multi-track provision, such as the 

Mittelschule may further decrease the likelihood of students undertaking the Hauptschule 

school-leaving certificate where once this certificate was obtained by the majority.  
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German families retain a differentiated perceptive concerning education and training 

pathways for their children, although an increasing centralization of focus on the Abitur 

and university entrance is apparent. The Abitur is still held in high regard by German 

families as a level of attainment in and of itself. However, as close to half of young people 

in Germany achieve this school-leaving certificate, the exclusivity and benefit of the Abitur 

is threatened (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016, p. 31). As more students attain the Abitur, 

the system is actually moving towards alignment with comprehensive systems where 

there is only one main school-leaving certificate. The by-product of this is that the school-

leaving certificate does not hold significant value in and of itself due to its universality. A 

tracked model presupposes that the system will offer various high-quality learning 

pathways with different qualifications. This model will be placed under threat if it is 

perceived that there is only one school-leaving certificate with any real value.  

 

The increasing structural alignments between the two countries and their education 

system policies are important to recognize. It would appear that they are engaging in a 

form of implicit policy borrowing from one another. The alignment clearly shows how 

education systems are places where contradictory ideas for system design and reform 

‘both consciously and unconsciously’ are in contest with one another (Jones, 2003). 

Contradictions generally arise when new reforms supplant older practices. Contemporary 

reforms are necessarily always built from the previous structural design and can never be 

created anew. The comprehensive schools in Germany are built out of the structures of 

the previous single-tracked schools at the lower end of the status hierarchy. These schools 

exist as part of the tracked secondary model which continues to adhere to the school-

leaving certificate hierarchy. The selectivity growing within certain public schools in 

Australia operates within the comprehensive model. Families are placed at the coalface of 
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the contradictory tensions within each education system and learn to navigate them 

accordingly.  

 

Shared features 

This study has orientated itself towards the vital importance of families and how they use 

interlocking strategies to position their children at a relative advantage to other families. 

Families are all engaging in status contest within education systems, in an attempt to 

realize the promise of upward mobility for their children. A structural understanding is 

necessary to consider the context in which strategies of educational advantage are 

applied. However, it is equally important to acknowledge the significant agency that 

families have within both education systems. As with all institutions, the structural 

parameters of education systems and schooling in both contexts are socially determined 

(Streeck, 2016).  

 

The reward of comparative work is found in the identification of shared characteristics, 

especially between systems where their distinct forms work to conceal common functions 

(Ringer, 1979; Teese, 2011). The common features are less to do with structures, although 

some alignments have been picked up and discussed in the previous section. Instead 

shared features have been established largely with respect to the strategies and actions 

of families. The strategies in both countries express the desire of families to secure 

academic distinction and social distance for their children. 

 

Strategies are driven by common sensitivities held by families concerning the current state 

of each education system coupled with their rising educational aspirations. The common 

concerns shared by Australian and German families are:  
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 anxiety about education systems and underperformance  

 increasing demand for university qualifications. 

 

Families react to these concerns by using common strategies of educational advantage. 

Their common methods in their use of strategies of advantage are: 

 

 intensification of their strategies as students move through school 

 increasing private investment in education 

 increasing demand for schools of choice. 

Common concerns held by families 

Anxiety about education systems and underperformance 

Education systems need to be underpinned by a collective belief in their purpose, arguably 

most of all amongst families, who entrust their children in schools. A common factor is 

that ultimately both systems need ‘buy-in’ or legitimation from families in order to survive. 

Education systems have long cultivated the belief that success at school is key to upward 

mobility. Hence, this is the main motivation for families to engage in status contest and 

employ a range of complex educational strategies to support their children’s achievement 

at school.  

 

Meritocracy is the crucial common ideology shared by both education systems despite 

their very distinct organizational models. The meritocracy effectively legitimates the 

manner in which students are sorted and selected within both education systems. Belief 

in the meritocracy denotes that all students who achieve educational qualifications and 

success are perceived to have earned the benefits through their individual efforts. Whilst 
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conversely, the meritocratic ideology also implies that students and their families who fail 

to achieve, need to understand their failure as due to their own ‘lack of gifts or merits’ 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 210). Bourdieu describes how the meritocratic ideology 

sanctions the ways in which the education system in fact more typically conserves the 

established social order (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). This ideology effectively obstructs 

any recognition that the system is set up to advantage certain families over others. Some 

families are able to profit from the structures of schooling differently by the nature of who 

they are. The disguise of inequality within education systems as an individual concern 

rather than a structural problem means that schools also help ensure the ‘reproduction of 

submission to the ruling ideology’ (Althusser, 1971/2008, p.6).  

 

The meritocratic ideology which underpins each school system has been disrupted by a 

sense of panic amongst families in both countries. Some of this is associated with the 

impact of PISA, where results could be said to exacerbate fears, rather than alleviate panic 

amongst families. According to media reports, the German system underwent years of 

‘chaos’ due to their lacklustre PISA results (Fueller, 2011). The report accompanying the 

release of PISA 2015 suggests that Australia ‘is slipping backwards relative to other 

countries, but that we are getting worse at preparing our students for the everyday 

challenges of adult life’ (Australian Council for Educational Research, 2016, para. 1). Media 

representations from both countries provide the overwhelming picture of education 

systems under pressure and not delivering for key groups of young people and their 

families. In this context, it is understandable that families doubt that the system will be 

able to deliver what they want for their child. The trust that families place in education 

systems to deliver on their claims for their child’s future is threatened when a system is 

perceived to be underperforming. 
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Another causal factor driving the increased use of strategies of educational advantage is 

the growing anxiety found across wider society (Streeck, 2016). The global order is 

currently at risk with short-term reform agendas, populist movements and nationalism 

increasingly apparent in most Western countries, including Australia and Germany. 

Contemporary society lacks any overarching ideology besides neoliberal capitalism, in 

which individuals have been cast adrift from social ties and the modern globalised 

economy reigns supreme (Bauman, 2001; Harvey, 2005). Institutions that once provided 

surety have been stripped of their purpose, including religious communities, family 

networks, local communities, and collective worker representative bodies such as the 

union movement (Streeck, 2016). Decades of neo-liberal reforms across social institutions 

have effectively rendered many of these institutions dysfunctional and severely weakened 

them. There is a widespread lack of trust in Government and public infrastructure (Streeck, 

2016). Is there any wonder that more families choose to use the strategies of educational 

advantage available to them to support their children at school? An individual and self-

interested response is an understandable reaction to a world of uncertainty which 

‘demands constant improvisation’ and effectively forces ‘individuals to substitute strategy 

for structure’ (Streeck, 2016, p. 37).  

 

Increasing demand for university qualifications 

Previous chapters have initially looked at family aspirations in general as a precursor to 

exploring structures and strategies. Successful completion of secondary school is 

increasingly not enough for many families in either context. Trow describes how education 

systems were transformed from elite sites of learning for the select few to massified 

environments facilitating access to higher learning for the many (Trow, 1961, 1973). 

Maintaining the structure in place or at least adapting it is crucial because it is essentially 

a rationing mechanism. With the massification of credentials occurring now increasingly 
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at the university-level, these will have low discriminating value unless they are in some 

way ordered hierarchically. 

 

The majority of German and Australian families expect that their child will attain a 

university qualification. Over two-in-five (42.4 per cent) of Germany families and 69.3 per 

cent of Australian families aspire for their children to attain a university-level qualification 

(see Figure 4.1 and Figure 6.1). Not only do university aspirations drive the strategies that 

families adopt to assist their children, the university also has a considerable influence over 

how secondary schooling is structured and organized in both countries. The selection that 

occurs throughout secondary school ensures that student intake is narrowed, which 

benefits the university sector. Lamb describes how ‘the whole organizational structure of 

schooling, programs and qualifications works to regulate the quality of students, delivering 

to universities a pool of academically selected and prepared students, homogenous in 

skills, training and orientation’ (Lamb, 2008, p. 18). Universities were arguably more 

influential than they are now. Historically many used to administer their own entrance 

examinations before school, and in some courses they still do this in Australia (e.g., to 

study medicine). Regardless of this historical change, their influence is still felt acutely in 

the contemporary schools environment. 

 

Within each system, universities have successfully positioned themselves as the key way 

to transcend the incipient threats posed by the modern economy and technological 

progress. As opposed to the local and national contexts in which schooling plays out, 

universities situate their activities on a global stage, where their degrees provide 

international opportunities. Yet with more aspiration placed onto universities than ever 

before, a growing threat is that their ability to deliver what families want is effectively 

compromised. There are already signs that the value of university qualifications in both 
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contexts is diminishing with increasing education levels found within the general 

population. Credential creep is a concern for both countries. With increasing numbers of 

students obtaining a university qualification, they will struggle to retain their social and 

technical status. The level of formal educational qualifications held by adults in Germany 

continues to grow every year and the nature of the German workforce is also transforming 

with rising skill requirements and more professions than previously requiring university-

entrance qualifications (Autorengruppen Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016; Solga et, al., 

2014). The same trend is apparent in Australia with more entry-level jobs than ever 

requiring a degree from a university, with occupational specialization requiring still further 

forms of study. Universities have responded to this trend by encouraging students to learn 

for longer. In some countries this means that students have to accrue more debt in their 

pursuit of tertiary qualification (Collins, 2013, as cited in Streeck, 2016).  

 

In both contexts it is apparent that interconnections between education, industry and 

occupation have been weakened. In Australia, university graduates are taking longer to 

find stable employment in a labour market where there are fewer entry-level positions 

(Pilcher & Torii, 2018). Therefore, with the weakened payoff from tertiary qualification, it 

is possible that families may start to question their acceptance of the education system 

structures which are geared to the selection and support of university aspirants above all 

others. The increasing expectations have come at the expense of other previously valued 

pathways. The emphasis on university constrains how families imagine their children’s 

future education and training possibilities. There has always been recognition of the 

‘schism’ between the structures of Higher Education and VET, where the two sectors of 

learning operate in large extent in isolation from one another, and increasingly now in 

competition with one another (Baethge, 2006, as cited in Solga et al., 2014). However the 

ever increasing demand in both countries for students to access university further 
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diminishes the perceived worth of more applied and vocationally-orientated learning. 

Those who miss out on university credentials may feel an increased sense of exclusion and 

lack of opportunity (Duru-Bellat et al.,  2013). 

 

Family strategies and actions are dynamic. They change with the times. It is an open 

question as to whether universities are adaptable enough to suit the modern economy 

and labor force in Germany and Australia. The intensified focus on the university sector to 

deliver on their educational aspirations can be regarded as a looming risk within both 

contexts. Demoralization may result amongst students and families if universities fail to 

deliver what they promise. Durkheim wrote that ‘for a people to feel at any given moment 

the need to change its educational system, it is necessary that the new ideas and needs 

have emerged for which the old system is no longer adequate’ (Durkheim, 1969, p.92). 

Trow (1973) was also alert to the transformative potential when families make social 

demands of the education system, which are unmet by the structures as they currently 

stand. The belief that families attach to education systems and their strategies of 

educational advantage will be profoundly affected if the capital gained in the form of 

university qualifications (including prerequisite examinations) are exhausted and cease to 

impart an advantage owing to an inflation in credentials.  

 

Common methods in how families use strategies of educational advantage 

Intensification of strategies as students move through school 

A key similarity between the two countries is that many families typically do not mobilize 

strategies of choice or supplementary strategies while their child is in primary school. 

Although scholarly work suggests that family strategies during preschool are developing 

(Vincent & Ball, 2007; Vincent et al., 2008). It would appear that most families are content 
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with the common provision of primary schooling where students move through 

curriculum at the same time. Primary schools are stratified mostly by the socio-economic 

context of the neighbourhood in which they are located. Only few families in Germany 

choose a private primary school and in Australia, the smallest proportion of families 

choose a private primary school when compared to the other stages of schooling (middle 

secondary and upper secondary). On the other hand, although strategies of choice are only 

used in a limited way during the primary years, the majority of German and Australian 

families from across all socio-economic backgrounds seek to ensure that their children do 

take advantage of their local primary school. For example, TIMSS data shows that many 

parents intensively review and help with their children’s homework (see Figure 8.1). A 

higher volume of homework is noticeable in Germany within the primary years. This is 

perhaps related to the fact that achievement in primary school tends to be definitive and 

thus to impose on parents a shorter timeline within which to act on their children’s 

educational development.   

 

Practices of school choice increase in the secondary years. This is noticeable in the 

enrolment of students in private schools in both countries, which peaks during the 

secondary years. Over one-third of Australian families choose a secondary school in the 

publicly-subsidized non-government sector (private and Catholic schools). In Germany, 

approximately 12 per cent of students are enrolled in a private Gymnasium (see Figure 

4.3). The increased appetite amongst families for private schooling in Germany is a 

relatively new phenomenon, which some claim is a direct by-product of PISA shock. By 

contrast, private schooling in Australia has long been popular amongst families able to 

afford it and used to distinguish their children from others. Australian private schools are 

not subject to any real accountability, therefore they can set whatever fees they choose 

which effectively serves to exclude certain families from enrolment. The legislative 
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environment is different in Germany. Officially private schools are not allowed to 

discriminate between families by their ability to pay school fees. Despite this, research 

indicates that German private schools are similarly a choice made more often amongst 

families who hold an Abitur who are relatively advantaged (Lohmann et al., 2009). Their 

motivations for private schooling may be quite similar to Australian families.  

 

The demands of the academic curriculum intensify as young people progress through 

secondary school. The curriculum particularly demands more from students who seek to 

contest the high-end subjects which are favoured in university selection. The high-end 

subjects are similar in both countries. High achievement in mathematics, science and 

foreign languages are beneficial for those who wish to advance into university. To assist 

their children in meeting the demands of the curriculum, many families use supplementary 

strategies such as tutoring or coaching. What is apparent in the NEPS data is that tutoring 

in Germany tends to increase as students move through school. The subjects in which 

students are tutored reflect the requirements of the discrete school-leaving certificates, 

according to PISA (see Figure 8.4). Germany specifies subject requirements quite clearly 

for the attainment of each school-leaving certificate. Students who wish to obtain the 

Abitur need to meet continued high achievement standards throughout secondary school. 

In Australia there is a smorgasbord of subjects that students are able to choose from 

within the one track delivery model. Yet when it comes to the upper-secondary years, it is 

well-known that certain subjects obtain additional loadings when the ATAR is calculated. 

Research suggests that families generally use tutoring and coaching as students move into 

the high-stakes final years (Bray & Lykins, 2012).  

 

Increasing private investment in education 
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Many German and Australia families show an increasing inclination to use the resources 

available to them in an optimal way to maximize their child’s educational chances. The 

ability of families to place private investment into their child’s education is clearly 

associated with wider macro-economic conditions. Both Germany and Australia have 

experienced relative prosperity in recent years. Strong economic growth favours 

aspirations and thus competition amongst families for educational advantages. Stronger 

economies require greater family investment to resist being swept aside by mass demand. 

The use of strategies of advantage in both countries suggests that many families are 

heavily invested financially in their children’s education, perhaps to a degree not seen in 

previous years. Private schooling, tutoring and coaching all cost money. The unease 

amongst families concerning their child’s educational future becomes a key selling point 

for these businesses. It is in their interest to fuel the unease about education systems in 

efforts to promote their services and aid consumption.  

 

The struggle between families to secure their child’s school achievement, does not 

exclusively involve aspirational or middle-class families. German and Australia families 

from all socio-economic backgrounds use various strategies of educational advantage. 

However this study has shown that there are differences between families by the range 

and intensity of the strategies they are able to employ. Relatively advantaged families are 

able to use tutoring more often in both countries, whether for academic and/or extra-

curricular purposes (see Table 8.2). A significant proportion of disadvantaged families do 

not obtain tutoring for their children at all. 

 

The wider ramifications of the increasing private expenditure in education are manifold. 

The growth in private expenditure in parental strategies ultimately means that some 

families have more capacity to pay for services than others. Wealthier families are able to 



296 
 

convert their economic capital into academic capital through an expanding private sector. 

The fact that educational services are a growth industry is troubling to many academics 

such as Bray and Ball who suggest this will further contribute to inequality (Ball & Youdell, 

2007; Ball, 2009; Bray & Lykins, 2012). Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) look at the differences 

in public and private expenditure on education and its influence on wider social outcomes. 

They identified that countries which were more equal tended to have higher public 

expenditure in terms of education (such as Norway) rather than private expenditure on 

education (such as the United States) (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). This findings suggest 

that the growth in private expenditure on education strategies, which is apparent in both 

Australia and Germany, will further threaten both country’s aspirations to improve equity 

in educational outcomes. 

 

Increasing demand for schools of choice  

A new era of educational concern is apparent in the strategies undertaken by parents. For 

many families, it is not enough for their children to make it through schooling – it becomes 

a matter of how their children get through schooling – and at which school. Apparent in 

both systems is that families with relatively high amounts of economic, social and cultural 

capital are able to mobilize choice to seek out preferred environments. The manner in 

which they manoeuvre within education systems shows how families are active agents, 

exploring the potential of family capital to secure advantageous educational outcomes. 

Commonly schools of choice do two things at once. Firstly, they protect the ‘integrity’ of 

intakes within each school. Integrity of intakes ensures that schools contain students with 

the same academic characteristics, which in theory means that teachers are able to work 

with students who are effectively of similar academic ability. However schools of choice 

also ensure that schools retain exclusiveness on social terms, due to the tight association 
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between academic performance and family background. Families see schools of choice 

through both dimensions - the academic and the social side - and do not dissociate them. 

 

In Germany, once the rigid and tracked schooling system would have provided enough 

security for advantaged families. With the growth of schools offering multi-tracked 

provision, there are more ‘intruders’ or students from aspirational families whose children 

are on the pathway towards upper-secondary schooling which brings them into 

contention for the Abitur and university selection as well. Previously in Australia, many 

students would be encouraged to self-select out of the school system before the end of 

Grade 12 and find opportunities in the workforce. In other states there were separate 

schools offering students the opportunity to undertake a more applied pathway, separate 

from the academic track. Now all students are encouraged to stay in the comprehensive 

system where there is one pathway towards completion. Other pathways such as those in 

the vocational training sector have been devalued. The Australian and German school 

systems effectively cater for a more diverse set of students for longer than before. This 

poses a risk to families who have high educational aspirations who seek to shore up their 

children’s academic success.  

 

Schools of choice amongst German and Australian families share some remarkably similar 

characteristics. In both contexts, it is relatively easy to identify which schools are preferred 

or in high-demand, as they tend to have a much higher proportion of advantaged families 

than any other school within the same system (e.g., the private mixed-level ‘grammar 

school’ in Australia, or the Gymnasium). The clear socio-economic profiles of schools in 

both contexts are jointly constructed through family action and structural design. Families 

in both contexts who are able to choose a school are by default engaging in a form of social 

engineering. Families are more attuned to seeking out the social cues in a school 
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environment, which trigger a potential risk for academic underachievement. Many 

families in both contexts seek out schools which affirm the class identity or a ‘classed fit’, 

rather than being open to any challenge to their identity that might be posed by a more 

heterogenous student mix (Ball et al., 1995). It is an understandable reaction in a world of 

increasing inequality and uncertainty that many families seek to find a socially controlled 

or ‘safe’ space for their children within education systems. However, these practices of 

social closure within education systems are problematic for wider social cohesion. The 

separation of students from various family backgrounds, where they hardly have any 

contact with children from other classed backgrounds means that students and families 

do not share any common experiences with one another and may be less likely to 

appreciate or understand their perspective (Merkle & Wippermann, 2008).  

 

The schools of choice in both countries are actually supported by the wider education 

system. Preparing students to meet the demands of the Abitur is the Gymnasium’s sole 

focus. It exists as an academic hot house and does not have to differentiate its teaching 

and learning to meet student need (or at any rate the pressure to differentiate is relatively 

weak). It demands high achievement and reserves the right to relegate weaker students. 

The Gymnasium is able to operate in this way because all the other secondary schools 

serve as its relegation basin by taking in students who cannot meet its academic 

requirements. Schools of choice in Australia are also able to narrow their student intake, 

although the manner in which they do this is different from what occurs in Germany. 

Private schools use fees to discriminate, while selective public schools discriminate by 

student achievement. The other schools in the system (mostly in the Government sector) 

accept the social responsibility of taking all students from all families.  
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The schools of choice are the ideal delivery system, for systems founded upon structural 

inequality and largely sustained by the academic curriculum. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, families who ultimately profit in both systems recognize the need to support their 

children to meet the demands of the academic curriculum. School choice is a key way to 

go about ensuring high academic performance. As discussed in Chapter 9, schools of 

choice are able to demand more from their students due to their integrity of intake. They 

provide the most accessibility to the parts of the academic curriculum which are valued in 

university selection. These factors contribute to schools of choice being characterized by 

strong student achievement. In turn, schools of choice are able to perpetuate the claim 

that achievement results are a result of their teaching and learning program, with less 

emphasis paid to the wider supportive factors structurally or the influence of families and 

their strategies. 

 

School of choice in both countries trade on their histories. The Gymnasium is the school 

which is the most established out of all the secondary schools in Germany. Many private 

schools in Australia were in existence prior to the development of the Government 

secondary system and some of the public selective schools were some of the first 

secondary schools established. Schools of choice are able to use their firm anchoring in 

the system and their historical weight to resist any reforms and changes to education 

systems over the years that are not perceived to be in their best interest. Despite immense 

structural changes in many German states, the Gymnasium remains the school form which 

is more consistent. Similarly private schools in Australia have been able to avoid 

accountability and government reform of school funding. They are able to do so because 

families have invested in them both financially and as a sign of their identity and privilege. 

Families legitimate their position of dominance in the system and show a willingness to 

fight for their long-established strategies of choice.  



300 
 

 

A concomitant development to the emergence of such schools is that other schools are 

severely weakened by a decline in student enrolments in both countries. Some schools are 

left exposed to the selection effects of their higher-prestige competitors. The schools 

weakened by the social selection in the wider system offer access to the academic 

curriculum, but are necessarily curtailed by their need to offer various programs to keep 

a heterogenous mass of students engaged in schooling (Broccolichi & van Zanten, 2000). 

Although these schools have many achievements, they typically cannot be captured by 

common measures or indicators of academic success used in either system. These are 

often the schools for families who have been unable to exercise much choice at all (e.g., 

the Hauptschule or a small disadvantaged public school). These families are dealt a double 

disservice in that their children are typically placed in the lower status learning pathways, 

which can only result in educational qualifications of diminishing social or economic value.  

 

Conclusion 

Success at school is interconnected with upward mobility in both societies. This promise 

drives the contest and struggle amongst families within schools. German and Australian 

families apply strategies differently according to their local schools context. This study sees 

Turner’s model as an ideal framework to study the core distinctive features of the two 

education systems and how they promote different application of strategies of 

educational advantage (Turner, 1960). Broadly the German system can be characterized 

as a model of ‘elite sponsorship’, while ‘open-contest’ typifies the Australian system. 

Neither the German nor the Australian school system eliminates or alleviates the degree 

to which families use strategies of advantage to ensure their children are advantaged 

relative to others.  
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This comparative thesis has taken a case-study approach to the two countries to identify 

localized practices. Recent reforms deployed variously at the state level have uncovered 

an alignment between the two ideal types and a convergence is apparent in certain areas. 

Despite Australia’s comprehensive system, social demand is increasing for practices of 

selection and tracking in public secondary schools. Germany’s tracked and hierarchical 

schools system is being challenged by some states boosting their provision of 

comprehensive-style schools, which offer multi-tracked pathways towards more than one 

school-leaving certificate. Some states delay their selection into the various pathways, 

whilst others ensure that the selection is still conducted relatively early by international 

standards. These developments can be overlooked in taking a global picture of either 

system. Data suggests the family strategies adjust to align with the systemic changes to 

school systems. The strategies of educational advantage adopted by families are at once 

a response to the structural conditions that they are presented with. They also serve as a 

key influence on each education system’s evolution as well. The design of the school 

system mediates the relationship between parent resources and learning outcomes (or 

student opportunity to contest the academic curriculum). 

 

Common characteristics have been identified in both systems which are less structural but 

instead closely intertwined with the strategies of educational advantage used by families. 

Family strategies serve as a response to common sensitivities which are at once local and 

global concerns. Families react to their concerns by using common strategies of 

educational advantage. The distinct structural features in the provision of schooling in 

both countries lead to specific strategies. In Germany, the early transition and enforced 

selection into secondary schooling place families under pressure earlier. While in 

Australia, family strategies of choice are highly sensitive to the private system which is 
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publicly supported and subsidized. However, differences in the structure do not 

necessarily mean differences in strategy. There are a number of shared qualities in the 

strategies of educational advantage applied by families. These include the intensification 

of strategies as students move through school, increasing private investment in education 

and the increasing focus on schools of choice. Families through their strategies of 

educational advantage, actively manipulate the key institutional and cultural factors which 

unpin inequality in both systems. Their strategies are ideal delivery systems to achieve 

academic distinction and social distance. The structures as well as the strategies adopted 

by families serve as key explanatory factors as to why neither system can achieve high 

levels of equity and quality. 
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 The value of comparative research and the 
importance of families - where to from here? 
 

Equity and excellence are worthy educational objectives. Germany and Australia have 

undertaken significant policy and reform work within their education systems as they 

aspire to achieve these educational goals. While important progress has been made in 

Germany and Australia, there remain marked social inequalities as well as weaknesses in 

overall levels of quality as judged by international comparisons (which is not to say that 

these are unproblematic). The overall aim of this comparative study has been to explain 

why both systems operate unequally well.  

 

Critical sociologists see persistent inequalities as the inevitable outcome of education 

systems founded upon class advantage (Ringer, 1979). Nevertheless the manner in which 

education systems produce inequality is obscured by social beliefs and ideologies. One key 

ideology associated with school systems worldwide is that they function according to 

meritocratic principles. Many social theorists have contested the meritocratic myth and 

sought to uncover the complex ways in which systemic inequality is reproduced (Apple, 

2004; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Geißler, 2006; Solga, 2016). 

 

A key way to expose systemic inequality is to engage in comparative research. 

Comparative research uncovers features of education systems which may go unnoticed in 

research which is confined to one context (Müller et al., 1987; Ringer, 1979; Shavit & 

Müller, 1998). Comparative research provides a new lens to explain educational 

phenomena. There is scant literature which looks at the German and Australian education 

systems together. This may be due to the fact that their differences are too overt. They 

are typically regarded as education systems which sit in juxtaposition to one another – one 
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is tracked, the other a comprehensive system. Nevertheless, structural inequality is a 

feature of both education systems, and by conducting a comparative investigation into 

both systems it becomes possible to understand the nature of structural inequality better. 

 

In addition, there is limited comparative work with a focus on the importance of families 

and what their strategies of educational advantage can tell us. It is important to recognize 

that families rely on and invest heavily in education systems – they believe that the future 

of their children and their prospects for intergenerational mobility depend on the 

education they receive. There are some notable examples that have looked at family 

practices of choice across various European cities (Raveaud & van Zanten, 2007; van 

Zanten, 2009). However there has been no study which has compared educational 

strategies of advantage across Germany and Australia. This study is a unique contribution 

in this regard. It is impossible to understand inequality in either country without looking 

at the ways families operate within the structures available to them. 

 

To arrive at an understanding of the importance of families in education systems, this 

study has drawn on cultural theorists such as Bourdieu, Ringer, Turner and Trow, all 

theorists whose work aligns with the basic approach that this study has taken (Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1977, Ringer, 1979; Trow, 1973, Turner, 1960). Although their work may be 

seen as dated by contemporary standards, it is striking how applicable much of what they 

discuss remains today. Their work provides a more complex account of education systems 

that resists a narrow structural understanding. These theorists show the active nature of 

education systems, particularly their role in cultural reproduction which is dependent on 

the contribution of families. Families are engaged in a ‘status contest’ where schools serve 

as the arena (Weber et al., 1991). Bourdieu in particular was one of the first theorists to 

capture how families shore up their children’s capital through the acquisition of 
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educational capital (Bourdieu & Boltanski, 1978; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 

1996). His work shows how not all families are equally well placed in their relationship to 

education systems. They have different capacities to engage strategies that will advantage 

their children. Thus educational inequality needs to be understood relationally, as a 

function of the social relationships and class structure in which families are located (Müller 

et al., 1987). 

 

Another key theorist who is useful here is Ball, who articulated a viewpoint specifically 

with respect to the importance of understanding the educational strategies of families 

(Ball, 2003). Ball and like-minded researchers showed how families, particularly those in 

the middle class, use various interlocking strategies of educational advantage to benefit 

their children (Ball et al., 1996; Ball & Vincent, 2001; Crozier et al., 2008; Vincent & Ball, 

2007). This study builds on this work to develop a taxonomy of educational strategies. All 

over the world families engage in multifaceted strategies including school choice, within-

school, supplementary and at-home strategies. In part, these strategies serve as a 

response to education system structures within which families are situated. This 

investigation has shown the adaptability of families with respect to how they use 

strategies in response to structural change and reform in both countries. However family 

strategies of educational advantage also serve as a response to the wider social and 

economic context, where inequalities are becoming increasingly prominent.  

 

Previous research has had an almost exclusive focus on strategies of educational 

advantage adopted by middle class families (Ball, 2003; Power, Edwards et al. 2003; Power 

& Whitty, 2002; Thrupp, 2007a; Vincent & Ball, 2007). This study breaks from this focus to 

suggest that securing educational capital is more than just a middle class concern. The 

struggle for social status and securing their child’s future through education involves 
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aspirational families from all classes. Most families - from the relatively advantaged to the 

less advantaged – have educational aspirations and variously use strategies to support 

their children (Lareau, 2011). However families do not compete for their children’s 

educational advantage on equal terms, nor do they have an equal chance of success. Some 

families have more recourse to use strategies and obtain different leverage from the 

strategies of advantage that they are able to use. Less advantaged families have to 

surmount more structural barriers than others in an effort to support their children’s 

education. In other words, it is impossible to ignore the fact that families have different 

relationships to education systems by the nature of their own position in society.  

 

Adopting Ringer’s approach, this study has firstly assessed the distinctive attributes of 

each country’s education system (Ringer, 1979, p. 1). There are significant and overt 

differences in how each country organizes its education system which influence family 

strategies. This was made particularly apparent in terms of how families practice school 

choice. Australia is a mixed public/private model which effectively subsidizes families to 

choose a private school, while Germany is a largely public system where choice is curtailed 

by structures which preserve the various school-leaving certificates. Not only this, this 

study develops a more differentiated perspective which has taken into account the 

significant differences between states within each country. In Germany, the states differ 

according to whether they have early selection (e.g. Bavaria) or delayed selection (e.g. 

Hamburg) in addition to their diverse methods of organizing secondary schooling. 

Australian states vary by their practices of selection within the public system which are 

subject to increasing social demand - a macro-system is apparent in NSW and a micro 

system exists in Victoria. However, the institutional diversity in each education system 

belies the social and cultural commonalities in how they reproduce inequality. Common 
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underlying structures are identified in this study including the understated yet crucial role 

of the academic curriculum in both the German and Australian structural designs.  

 

A key finding of this study is that despite such distinguishing features, there are various 

commonalities shared between the two countries when family strategies of educational 

advantage are brought into focus. The institutional arrangements ultimately mean nothing 

if they are not mobilized with any force by parents. Structures can only go so far in 

conserving advantage: it requires the active engagement of parents to manipulate and 

exploit their discriminating potential. An overly structural account does not fully take into 

account how the lives of families are bound up with education systems. Families are key 

agents in contributing to the class topography which is developed through education 

systems in both countries. Their strategies are driven by common concerns about the 

perceived underperformance of school systems as well as the increasing demand for 

university qualifications. German and Australian families also use strategies in similar 

ways. They intensify the strategies as their children move through school and make 

increasing levels of private investment in their children’s education. There is an emphasis 

on families seeking out schools of choice in both countries. They use strategies in order to 

ensure that the system delivers with respect to academic achievement and social distance. 

They reflect the wider condition of structural inequality apparent in each system largely 

built upon the foundation of the academic curriculum. 

 

In both Germany and Australia it is apparent that there is government intervention and a 

desire to enact change. However reforms and the systemic aspirations for equity and 

quality simply cannot be ‘imprinted’ on a population (Jones, 2003). Levin and Bellfield 

(2015) assert that if we do not factor in the educational role of families then it will be to 

the detriment of any proposal for educational reform addressing issues of inequality. Both 
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countries are prosperous, democratic nations with bureaucracies and institutions capable 

of supporting reform. However these reforms to education need to be conceptualized and 

built from the ground up. The way that families respond to the structural conditions, as 

well as play a role in their evolution need to be factored into reforms which have a solid 

research base. 

 

Improving the equity and quality of education systems involves taking a wider perspective 

to analysing education systems and looking beyond the formal structures of schooling at 

the primary and secondary level. It is vital to place greater policy attention on the 

importance of early childhood education in promoting early cognitive growth. Educational 

research typically finds that students from more disadvantaged families are already 

behind their more advantaged peers before they enter primary school (Autorengruppen 

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016; Lamb et al., 2015b). Improving the quality of education 

in the early years will contract the social differences in achievement. Working to mitigate 

early cognitive gaps and the ‘social inequalities in knowledge’ will ultimately reduce the 

need for the system to use selection or grade repetition (Duru-Bellat, 2000, p.34). This 

may also alleviate the pressures placed on students, teachers and families to navigate 

hierarchies of schooling. 

 

Policy attention also needs to go into improving the quality and access to higher education. 

Key findings from the OECD’s comparative work suggest that it is beneficial to open up 

tracks within school systems and prevent academic exclusion (Field et al., 2007). This 

involves a multi-pronged approach which includes strengthening comprehensive 

pathways, building bridges between existing tracks and increasing the accessibility to the 

academic curriculum through politically sensitive enquiry. Opening up the provision of the 

academic streams (and supporting students to do well in them) will lead to improved 
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equity in the opportunity structure and improved performance more broadly. This 

involves supporting vocational educational and training pathways and ensuring they are 

not seen as a trajectory of relegation. These policies may not immediately alleviate the 

anxiety of aspirational families, who will continue to strive to position their children within 

the system in their own best interest. Yet a strong narrative around these reforms, which 

emphasize their known-benefit to quality and equity in education systems should be 

championed by all key stakeholders. 

 

Despite the meritocratic myth shrouding education systems, students do not fall behind 

due to their own unique and personal inadequacies. Instead their failure is because the 

system has let them fall behind. Germany and Australia bring all students together to 

undertake the curriculum, ‘in a common trial of strength’. However, somewhat cruelly 

each ‘school system divides them up and ensures they will perform unequally’ (Teese, 

2014, p. 316). This reaffirms the importance that comparative research places upon 

understanding institutional structures and education system design. Schleicher affirms 

that an education system needs to be profoundly understood before it can be changed 

and improved (Schleicher, 2018). 

 

Where to from here? 

Keeping these key comparative observations in mind and drawing on the analysis within 

this study, what can the two systems learn from one another? How can both education 

systems become more equitable without undermining academic quality?  

 

Germany and Australia represent two distinct ways of limiting access to the curriculum 

through sorting and selection. The German system segregates students academically 
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through early selection and institutional pathways which vary within each jurisdiction. 

Australia uses social segregation which can also start early and varies by jurisdiction. Each 

system design fosters a range of family strategies which are unique to the institutional 

framework, whilst others are common. These suggestions for system reform in Germany 

and Australia recognize that any advance towards equity in education systems involves 

improving access to the academic curriculum to more young people and supporting them 

by making it more accessible. Therefore, Germany should alleviate their practice of 

academic selection and Australia should reorientate towards being less socially selective. 

 

What can Australia learn from Germany? 

1. Regulate school choice to manage social segregation  

The contemporary policy environment where choice has been subsidized has not lead to 

more equity, instead it is has driven wider clefts into an already historically divided system. 

In contrast to Germany, the Australian system is unique in the degree to which social 

segregation is institutionalized and the non-Government sector relies on public funding 

with minimal accountability. However this study’s historical approach identifies that 

change is always possible and Governments can reorientate policy direction. Particularly 

pertinent are the recent German developments, where national educational reforms have 

been enacted which significantly challenge the traditional school system design. Therefore 

the adoption of reforms which regulate choice in the Australian context could limit and 

decrease social segregation. This is with the proviso that any regulation of choice has to 

involve all three sectors (public, Catholic and private schools). This cannot be a reform 

exclusively for public schools, as seen in the recent Victorian Government attempts to 

regulate choice through only rezoning public schools (Cook, 2018c). A schools system that 

is less socially segregated will ultimately provide better opportunities to more young 

people. 
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2. Create disincentives for public schools to select on academic terms.  

Public schools have adopted academic selection to counteract the ability for aspirational 

families to choose a school in the non-Government sector. The degree to which academic 

selection in public schools occurs is different in each jurisdiction. New South Wales is a 

frontrunner not only with the macro system of public school selection but also in its 

development of early academic selection (from the 5th Grade) to parallel practices in 

Germany. This short-term measure may serve as a policy response to the demand from 

aspirational families, but it will not improve equity or overall academic quality. Academic 

selection is regarded as a negative feature of school system design and it does not produce 

stronger overall achievement (Field et al., 2007; OECD, 2018a). It is more important for 

schools to invest attention into being able to ameliorate the gaps in student learning from 

early childhood and into primary school, thus rendering academic selection at the 

transition into secondary school obsolete. 

 

What can Germany learn from Australia? 

1. Delay selection.  

A key reform which will improve equity in Germany’s education system is to delay 

selection in all states for as long as possible. It is vital that students are given the 

opportunities to succeed in common pathways in the earlier stages of learning. Early 

selection does not give students and schools enough opportunity to bridge the gaps which 

are strongly associated with the relative advantage or disadvantage of families. Delaying 

their selection into the various tracks associated with the school-leaving certificates will 

give students the opportunity to take into account all possibilities for future education and 

training. This too is a matter of the system recalibrating its focus to ensure that differential 

levels of achievement are lessened from early childhood and into primary school through 
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funding being directed to the appropriate schools, individual students and effective 

programs.  

 

2. Further develop and invest in comprehensive schools. 

A positive reform in many Germany states is the growth in comprehensive or multi-track 

schools which offer various pathways towards the distinct school-leaving certificates. 

Germany is in a position to be able to benefit from the knowledge developed in the 

Australian comprehensive system, which for decades now has broadened the educational 

opportunities for young people (although, as this study has shown, this is more complex 

in practice). Internationally, a comprehensive education system is associated with 

improved equity, as it gives all young people notionally the same curriculum opportunities. 

Despite the modification of the German model of comprehensive delivery to fit the 

tracking required for the wider system, many schools offer students the ability to work 

towards the Abitur which facilitates university entrance (albeit in a different learning 

environment to the Gymnasium). Therefore the transition the system is making on this 

front should be supported and further encouraged. 

 

What kind of comparative research is needed? 

Building on this study’s discussion, a series of key recommendations are outlined to 

improve comparative research. 

 

The recommendations are: 

 broaden the scope of comparative work in education research 

 collect information specifically from families with a new data collection. 
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These recommendations are not just designed to identify future scholarly work for an 

academic audience. These recommendations speak to all involved in trying to make 

education systems achieve better outcomes for more students and their families. After all, 

it is only with collaborative effort that we can meet pressing educational challenges in 

good faith and with new ideas, especially in the wider context where social and economic 

inequalities are increasing. 

 

Broaden the scope of comparative work in education research 

 

The equity and quality that we demand from education systems needs to be much more 

than a slogan or empty rhetoric. We have to tackle their continual failure to achieve equity 

and quality head-on. We need to do this in new and creative ways – one of which is 

through more comparative work.  

 

The prominence of transnational assessment is growing around the world with products 

such as PISA and TIMMS garnering ever more attention. Unfortunately these valuable 

sources of data have not been accompanied by an influx of complex comparative work 

that is sensitive to context. It is not enough to simply use aggregate measures taken from 

transnational assessments to rank the performance of education systems, as though one 

system can be judged to be better than others. It is more important to consider how 

education systems are different to one another. There has been a pivot towards 

comparative assessment but this study is driven by the view that this has not been 

accompanied with enough supportive and substantive comparative research. Detailed 

comparative research would be able to fill in the gaps which remain and put into 

perspective what the assessment data can and cannot tell us.  
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Future comparative work needs to be more open and draw inspiration from unlikely 

places. Too often, the same narratives are told. Traditionally comparative work in 

education tends to feature jurisdictions where there is common ground or policy-

borrowing occurs. Germany’s education system is anchored in European policy agendas, 

while Australia’s system is more closely linked with English-speaking nations such as the 

United Kingdom or the United States. Australia has increasingly looked to the local Asian 

region for policy inspiration as a result of Singapore and Shanghai’s strong PISA 

achievement. Reverting to the same countries to feature in comparative work does not 

progress our understanding of educational phenomena. The countries (e.g., Finland) 

which all too-often feature in comparative research should be rested for a little while and 

diversity in research encouraged. 

 

A necessary prerequisite in broadening the scope of comparative work is that researchers 

should be encouraged to work across languages as well. It is easy as an English-speaking 

researcher to work in a monolingual frame of reference. Yet working outside of the 

dominant linguistic paradigm is also invaluable. Words within education systems often 

have histories and a significance that cannot simply be translated from one language into 

another (e.g., the German word ‘Bildung’). This study has mixed German and English terms 

where appropriate to convey the complexities of translating terminology around schooling 

into standardized language. It has been difficult at times to straddle the two languages, 

but nonetheless valuable in sourcing relevant documents and information from either 

system. Work of this nature particularly needs encouragement in relatively monolingual 

societies such as Australia 
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Collect information specifically from families within a new data collection 

This study’s investigation into the importance of family strategies of educational 

advantage shows that their active role in school systems needs greater recognition. The 

study has drawn on various statistical datasets to capture the perspective and strategies 

of families in both countries. However, the data collections used were not designed for 

the purposes of this specific study. The data collections involving families within 

transnational assessment are typically employed as a supplementary source of 

information to the student data. The contextual questionnaires for families are often used 

to augment the student collections (e.g., in providing a more accurate determination of 

student socio-economic background). Indeed there is only limited research that features 

the PISA parent data in any way. There is a sense that these collections are not valued as 

a data source in their own right. In addition, the available international comparative data 

is remiss in the information collected from families. More could be asked within the 

existing surveys and the participation of countries in them should be encouraged. 

Currently only 19 out of 73 countries participated in the PISA 2015 parent survey and 

Australia is not one of them. We require large-scale datasets that specifically capture the 

views of families to complement more qualitative small-scale studies located within one 

context alone.  

 

It may be opportune to develop a specific data collection which is tailored to this task. This 

should be a priority in any proposals for large-scale surveys and data collections in the 

future. An accurate representative sample of families is more likely to be obtained within 

a specific data collection. This would improve on the various limitations identified in 

Chapter 3 concerning the data used in this study. A new data collection could put effort 

into ensuring that the point of view of the father or male guardian as well as the mother 

or female guardian are captured. The response rates in the collections are over-
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represented by the perspective of the female guardian in the data used for this study. A 

new survey could also specifically target subgroups who may not always respond to 

requests to participate in surveys, such as families from certain immigrant groups.  

 

A new data collection could place attention on ensuring that a cross-representative 

sample of families by socio-economic background is achieved as well. Too often, it is the 

middle classes or advantaged families who are more likely to participate in a survey. This 

may reflect why so much research tends to focus on strategies of the middle class families. 

Too often in educational research, the views of those who are less advantaged are absent. 

This is despite the calls by many prominent researchers, such as Apple and Connell, who 

suggest that it is important to understand phenomena from both the positions ‘of those 

who carry the burdens of social inequality’ as well as ‘the position of those who enjoy its 

advantages’ (Apple, 2018, p. 5; Connell, 1993, p. 39). All families hold aspirations for their 

children and use strategies. It is conceivable that less advantaged families may simply hold 

relationships to education systems that are more nuanced. They harbour educational 

aspirations for their children, but those aspirations are mediated differently by their 

location within the social structure. 

 

Another overhanging concern identified in this research has been the potential for families 

to under-report their involvement in their child’s education. The use of strategies of 

advantage may actually be underestimated. Families may feel reluctant to expose the 

degree of assistance given to their child, for fear of jeopardising their chances at school – 

or for fears of exposing the illusion of the meritocracy where educational success is 

granted on one’s own merits. Therefore a survey of families could be conducted separately 

from their children. Typically data collections with families are an add-on to a student 
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questionnaire conducted through the school. A new survey collection could seek to 

minimise and address these identified methodological issues in existing data.  

 

Finally this study has only really addressed the strategies used when children are exposed 

to the formal structures of schooling (e.g., primary and secondary school). The study does 

not account for the various strategies employed by families throughout the lives of their 

children. With intensified pressure placed on university attainment, it would be interesting 

in future research to identify if any strategies are being taken up by families as their 

children move into the higher education sector. It would also be relevant to consider early 

deployment of strategies while children are involved in early childhood education. A 

survey of families internationally would mean that these insights could be picked up and 

looked at comparatively. 

 

Day-to-day it is impossible for families to achieve and maintain a perspective on the 

broader historical picture and their part in overarching conditions when they make a 

decision which is tied up with hopes and aspirations for their own child. They are historical 

actors without capacity to fully understand, let alone intervene in the history to which 

they are contributing. They just do what they think is best for their children, without 

considering the implications of their actions for the wider society. Yet families have more 

to gain from collective action, than from spending considerable time and energy on 

individual approaches. When families unite in common interests, educational change is 

possible. Family strategies of educational advantage often play a key role in the evolution 

of education systems.  

 

This study shares Apple’s view that there has never been a more pressing time than now 

to reorientate our education systems towards a more relational approach (Apple, 2018). 
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This approach recognizes first and foremost that education systems are built on the 

relationships that students, teachers and families have with one another. This study has 

shown that the role of families in terms of both school systems is understated and requires 

radical rethinking. In recasting our education systems in order to facilitate a more 

relational approach, this may encourage families to see how they are actually part of a 

larger social collective, and that their children’s education is actually part of a wider 

collective responsibility. Equity and the ideal of social justice through education need to 

be repositioned as the fundamental goal of education (Connell, 1993). The unrestrained 

competition which drives capitalist growth decisively shapes how we relate to one 

another. The anxiety about the future which breeds in these conditions is not positive for 

anyone, most of all families and students. After all, education is a collective endeavour. It 

is important to recognize that poor educational attainment and inequality are of concern 

to everyone.  
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from http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-71261419.html 
  
Davies, M. (2000). Independent schools in post-war Victoria. (Unpublished doctoral 

dissertation). University of Melbourne. Melbourne, Australia. 
  
Deckert-Peaceman, H. (2005). Starting school in Germany: The relationship between 

education and social inequality. Presented at Australian Association for Research in 
Education Conference. Parramatta, University of Western Sydney, 2005. Retrieved 
from https://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2005/dec05408.pdf 

  
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. (2014). The “On Track” 

survey 2014 - Destinations of school leavers in Victoria statewide report. Performance 
and Evaluation Division. Melbourne, Australia. 

  
Department of Education and Training. (2018). 2019 Year 9 entry to selective entry high 

schools information pack. Retrieved from 
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/school/parents/secondary/SelectiveE
ntry_InformationPack.docx 

  
Ditton, H., Kruesken, J., & Schauenberg, M. (2005). Bildungsungleichheit - der Beitrag 

von Familie und Schule. Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 2. 
  
Doherty, C. & Dooley, K. (2017). Responsibilising parents: the nudge towards shadow 

tutoring. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 39(4), 551-566. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2017.1377600 

  
Dohmen, D., Erbes, A., Fuchs, K., & Günze. J. (2008). Was wissen wir über Nachhilfe? – 

Sachstand und Auswertung der Forschungsliteratur zu Angebot, Nachfrage und 
Wirkungen. Forschungsinstitut für Bildungs- und Sozialökonomie Berlin, Germany. 

 
Domain Group (2015). School zone feature – is the home you want to buy in the right 

school catchment area? Retrieved from 
https://www.domain.com.au/group/press_release/domain-launches-school-zone-
information-real-estate-listings/ 

 



327 
 

Dückers, T. (2015, 7 July). Stress in der Grundschule. Zeit Online. Retrieved from 
https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/schule/2015-06/stress-schulwechsel-
grundschule-zum-gymnasium 

  
Dupriez, V., Dumax, X., & Vause, A. (2008). How do school systems manage pupils’ 

heterogeneity. Comparative Education Review, 52(2), 245-273.  
  
Dupriez, V. & Maroy, C. (2003). Regulation in school systems: a theoretical analysis of 

the structual framework of the school system in French-speaking Belgium. Journal of 
Education Policy 18(4), 375 - 392. 10.1080/0268093032000106839 

  
Durkheim, É. (1969). On education and society. In J. Karabel & A. H. Halsey (Eds.), Power 

and ideology in education (pp. 92-104), New York: Oxford University Press.  
  
Durrant-Whyte, H., McCalman, L., O'Callaghan, S., Reid, A., & Steinberd, D. (2015). The 

impact of computerisation and automation on future employment. Committee for 
Economic Development of Australia. Retrieved from 
http://ceda.com.au/CEDA/media/ResearchCatalogueDocuments/Research%20and
%20Policy/PDF/26792-Futureworkforce_June2015.pdf 

  
Duru-Bellat, M. (2000). Social inequalities in the French education system: the joint 

effect of individual and contextual factors. Journal of Education Policy, 15(1): 33-40. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/026809300285999 

  
Duru-Bellat, M., Vérétout, A., & Dubet, F. (2013) Education and social cohesion in a 

comparative perspective. In J. G. Janmaat, M. Duru-Bellat, A. Green, & P. Méhaut 
(Eds.), The Dynamics and Social Outcomes of Education Systems (pp. 245-265). 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

 
Dustmann, C. (2004). Parental background, secondary school track choice, and wages. 

Oxford Economic Papers, 56(2): 209-230. https://doi.org/10.1093/oep/gpf048 
  
Edelstein, B. & Nikolai, R. (2013a). Structural change in Germany's secondary school 

system: determinants of school reform policy in Saxony and Hamburg. Presented at 
the 1st International Conference on Public Policy. Grenoble, 2013. 

  
Edelstein, B. & Nikolai, R. (2013b). ‘Strukturwandel im Sekundarbereich.” Zeitschrift für 

Pädagogik 4, 482-495. 
  
Egalite, A. J., Mills, J.N. & Greene, J.P. (2016). The soft side of learning: measuring 

students' non-cognitive skills. Improving Schools 19(1), 27-40. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480215616313 

  
Ehrenreich, B. (1989). Fear of falling: the inner life of the middle class. New York: 

Pantheon Books. 
  
Ertl, H. & Phillips, D. (2000). The enduring nature of the tripartite system of secondary 

schooling in Germany: some explanations. British Journal of Educational Studies 
48(4), 391-412. 

  



328 
 

European Commission. (2018). Country report Germany 2018. Including an in-depth 
review on the prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbalances. Commission 
staff working document. Retrieved from 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2018-european-semester-country-report-
germany-en.pdf 

  
Field, S., Kuczera, M., & Pont, B. (2007). No more failures: Ten steps to equity in 

education. OECD. Retrieved from 
 https://www.oecd.org/education/school/45179151.pdf 

  
Fifield, A. (2015, January 17). Fast earners: South Korea’s millionaire celebrity 

schoolteachers. Washington Post. Retrieved from 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/16/south-korea-teachers-exams-
education 

  
Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg Behörde für Schule und Berufsbildung and Institut für 

Bildungsmonitoring und Qualitätsentwicklung. (2018). Das Schuljahr 2017/18 in 
Zahlen - Das Hamburger Schulwesen. Retrieved from 
https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/10428362/23338a6fa1edbfcfbf9e9c298a9a
a5a4/data/pdf-gesamtdokument-2017-18.pdf 

  
Frey, C. B., & Osborne M. A. (2017). The future of employment: How susceptible are jobs 

to computerisation? Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 114(C), 254-280. 
  
Fueller, C. (2011, December 2). Nach dem Pisa-Schock: Zehn Jahre Wirrwarr. Spiegel 

Online. Retrieved from http://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/nach-dem-
pisa-schock-zehn-jahre-wirrwarr-a-801187.html 

  
Füller, C. & Wenzel, K. (2009, July 6). Bayern lässt die Hauptschule qualvoll sterben. 

Spiegel Online. Retrieved from 
http://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/schulreform-bayern-laesst-die-
hauptschule-qualvoll-sterben-a-634191.html 

  
Füssel, H.P., Gresch, C., Baumert, J., & Maaz, K. (2010). Der institutionelle Kontext von 

Übergangs-entscheidungen: Rechtliche Regelungen und die Schulformwahl am Ende 
der Grunschulzeit. In K. Maaz, J. Baumert, C. Gresch, & N. McElvany (Eds.), Der 
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Stiftung. 
  



339 
 

Riedel, A., Schneider, K., Schuchart, C., & Weishaupt, H. (2010). School choice in German 
district primary schools: How binding are school districts? Journal for Educational 
Research Online, 2(1), 94-120. 

  
Ringer, F. K. (1979). Education and society in modern Europe. Bloomington, Indiana 

University Press. 
 
Ringer, F., (1987). Introduction. In D.K. Müller, F. Ringer, & B. Simon (Eds.) The rise of the 

modern educational system : structural change and social reproduction, 1870-1920 
(pp. 1-14). Cambridge, England, New York, Paris: Cambridge University Press. 

  
Röll, T. (2011, May 1). Ein Abitur für alle. Focus. Retrieved from 

https://www.focus.de/familie/schule/bildungspolitik/ein-abschluss-fuer-alle-
einheitsabitur_id_2118810.html 

  
Rowe, E. & Windle, J. (2012). The Australian middle class and education: a small-scale 

study of the school choice experience as framed by ‘My School’ within inner city 
families. Critical Studies in Education, 53(2), 137-151. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2012.672327 

  
Rowe, E. R. & Lubienski, C. (2017). Shopping for schools or shopping for peers: public 

schools and catchment area segregation. Journal of Education Policy, 32(3), 340-356. 
doi: 10.1080/02680939.2016.1263363. 

  
Ryan, C. & Watson, L. (2004). The drift to private schools in Australia: Understanding its 

features. Discussion Paper No. 479. Centre for Economic Policy Research. Retrieved 
from Australian National University website: https://openresearch-
repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/42681/2/DP479.pdf 

  
Sassler, S. & Miller, A. (2014). “We’re very careful…”: The fertility desires and 

contraceptive behaviours of co-habiting couples. Family Relations 63(4), 538–553. 
doi: 10.1111/fare.12079 

   
Savina, Y., Mons, N., & Duru-Bellat, M. (2012). Modèles éducatifs et attitudes des jeunes: 

une exploration comparative internationale. Revue française de sociologie, 4(53), 
589-622. DOI : 10.3917/rfs.534.0589. 

 
Sawhill, I., Winship, S., & Grannis K.S. (2012). Pathways to the middle class: Balancing 

personal and public responsibilities. Retrieved from Brookings Institute website: 
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/0920-pathways-middle-
class-sawhill-winship.pdf 

  
Schenk, A. (2010, July 29). Elternwille: Fehlanzeige. Zeit Online. Retrieved from 

https://www.zeit.de/2010/31/C-Bayern 
  
Schleicher, A. (2018). World class: How to build a 21st-century school system, strong 

performers and successful reformers in education. Paris: OECD Publishing. 
  
Schneider, S. & Tieben, N. (2011). A healthy sorting machine? Social inequality in the 

transition to upper secondary education in Germany. Oxford Review of Education, 
37(2), 139-166. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2011.559349 



340 
 

  
Schnitzler, K. (2013, January 28). Burn-out in der vierten Klasse. Süddeutsche Zeitung. 

Retrieved from https://www.sueddeutsche.de/leben/kinder-der-ganz-normale-
wahnsinn-burn-out-in-der-vierten-klasse-1.1582958 

  
Sekretariat der Kultusministerkonferenz. (2016). Gesamtstrategie der 

Kultusministerkonferenz zum Bildungsmonitoring. Kultusministerkonferenz. 
München: Williams Lea & Tag GmbH. 

  
Sennett, R. (2006). The culture of the new capitalism. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
  
Seppánen, P. (2003). Patterns of ‘public-school markets’ in the Finnish comprehensive 

school from a comparative perspective. Journal of Educational Policy, 18(5), 513-531. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093032000124875 

  
SGS Economics and Planning. (n.d.) The current and future state of Victoria: a spatial 

perspective. Retrieved from 
https://www.sgsep.com.au/application/files/5214/5551/6226/150331_Final_Repor
t_v4_160212_low_res.pdf 

  
Shavit, Y. & Müller, W. (1998). From school to work – A comparative study of educational 

qualifications and occupational destinations. Oxford: Clarendon Press  
  
Sherington, G. & Campbell, C. (2006). The comprehensive public high school historical 

perspectives. Gordonsville: Palgrave Macmillan. 
  
Singhal, P. (2018, September 6).’‘I don’t want people with ATARs of 35 going into 

teaching’: Labor’s schools plan. The Age. Retrieved from 
https://www.smh.com.au/education/i-don-t-want-people-with-atars-of-35-going-
into-teaching-labor-s-schools-plan-20180906-p5025t.html 

  
Smith, A. (2017, March 9). Record number of students sit NSW selective schools exam. 

Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved from 
https://www.smh.com.au/education/record-number-of-students-sit-nsw-selective-
schools-exam-20170309-guudte.html 

  
Soland, J., Hamilton, L. S., & Stecher, B. M. (2013). Measuring 21st century competencies 

- Guidance for educators. Retrieved from http://asiasociety.org/files/gcen-
measuring21cskills.pdf 

  
Solga, H. (2016). The social investment state and the myth of meritocracy. In A. Gallas, 

H. Herr, F. Hoffer & C. Scherrer (Eds.), Combating Inequality: The Global North and 
South (pp. 199-211). London: Routledge. 

  
Solga, H. & Becker, R. (Eds.) (2012). Soziologische Bildungsforschung - eine kritische 

Bestandsaufnahme. Soziologische Bildungsforschung. Wiesbaden: Springer. 
  
Solga, H. & Dombrowski, R. (2009). Soziale Ungleichheiten in schulischer und 

außerschulischer Bildung - Stand der Forschung und Forschungsbedarf. Arbeitspapier 
171. Düsseldorf: Hans-Böckler-Stiftung. Retrieved from 
https://www.boeckler.de/pdf/p_arbp_171.pdf 



341 
 

  
Solga, H., Protsch, P., Ebner, C., & Brzinsky-Fay, C. (2014). The German vocational 

education and training system: its institutional configuration, strengths and 
challenges. Berlin: Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung. Retrieved from 
https://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2014/i14-502.pdf 

  
Solga, H. & Wagner, S. (2008). Die Zurückgelassenen - Die soziale Verarmung der 

Lernumwelt von Hauptschülerinnen und Hauptschülern. In R. Becker & W. 
Lauterbach (Eds.). Bildung als Privileg (pp.187-215). Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften. 

  
Sonnemann, J. (2018, July 8). Children of migrant families do better at school – and we 

should think about why. Australian Financial Review. Retrieved from Grattan 
Institute website: https://grattan.edu.au/news/children-of-migrant-families-do-
better-at-school-and-we-should-think-about-why/ 

  
Sriprakash, A., Proctor, H., & Hu, B. (2015). Visible pedagogic work: parenting, private 

tutoring and educational advantage in Australia. Discourse: studies in the cultural 
politics of education, 37(3), 426-441. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.1061976 

  
Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung Qualitätsagentur München. 

(2015). Bildungsbericht Bayern. München. Retrieved from 
https://www.isb.bayern.de/download/17337/isb_bb15_gesamt.pdf 

  
Stanat, P., Böhme, K., Schipolowki, S., & Haag, N. (2016). IQB-Bildungstrend 2015 - 

Sprachlich Kompetenzen am Ende der 9. Jahrgangstufe im zweiten Ländervergleich. 
Münster: Waxmann. Retrieved from https://www.iqb.hu-
berlin.de/bt/bt/BT2015/BT_2015_Bericht.pdf 

  
Standing, G. (2011). The precariat: the new dangerous class. London: Bloomsbury 

Academic. 
  
Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein. (2016). Die Bevölkerung auf 

einen Blick - Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein. Retrieved from https://www.statistik-
nord.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Faltbl%C3%A4tter/Faltblatt_Bevoelkerung_2016_0
9.pdf 

  
Statistisches Bundesamt. (2015). Bildung und Kultur: Private schulen. Schuljahr 

2014/2015. Fachserie 11 Reihe 1.1. Wiesbaden. Retrieved from 
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Publikationen/Thematisch/BildungForschungKultur/Sc
hulen/PrivateSchulen2110110157004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile 

  
Statistisches Bundesamt. (2016). Schulen auf einen Blick. Wiesbaden. Retrieved from 

https://www.destatis.de/DE/Publikationen/Thematisch/BildungForschungKultur/Sc
hulen/BroschuereSchulenBlick0110018169004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile 

  
Stewart, J. (2017, September 15). ‘Overwhelmed’ parents turn to education consultants 

to find a good private school for their child. ABC News Online. Retrieved from 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-09-14/parents-are-using-education-
consultants-high-school/8945878 



342 
 

  
Stiglitz, J. (2016). Inequality and economic growth. The Political Quarterly, 86(51), 134-

155. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.12237 
  
Streeck, W. (2009). Re-forming capitalism: institutional change in the German political 

economy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
  
Streeck, W. (2016). How will capitalism end? London: Verso. 
  
Taylor, A. &. Woollard, L. (2003). The risky business of choosing a high school. Journal of 

Education Policy, 18(6), 617-635. https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093032000145872 
  
Taylor, T. (2018). Class Wars : Money, Schools and Power in Modern Australia. 

Melbourne: Monash University Publishing. 
  
The Academy of Accredited SEAL Schools. (2018). About the SEAL academy. Retrieved 

from https://www.sealacademy.org.au/index.php/about-the-seal-academy. 
 
Teese, R. (1989). Gender and class in the transformation of the public high school in 

Melbourne: 1946-85. History of Education Quartely, 29(2), 237-259. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/368311 

  
Teese, R. (2000). Academic success and social power. Melbourne: Melbourne University 

Press. 
  
Teese, R. (2007). Structural inequality in Australian education: Vertical or lateral 

stratification of opportunity. In R. Teese, S. Lamb & M. Duru-Bellat (Eds.) 
International Studies in Educational Inequality (pp. 374-396). Dordrecht: Springer. 

  
Teese, R. (2011). Vocational education and training in France and Germany - friend or 

foe of the educationally disadvantaged? In S. Lamb, E. Markussen, R. Teese, J. Polesel 
& N. Sandberg (Eds.). School Dropout and Completion (pp. 343-356). Dordrecht: 
Springer. 

  
Teese, R. (2014). For the common weal: The public high school in Victoria 1910-2010. 

Melbourne: Australian Scholarly. 
  
Teese, R., Lamb, S., & Helme, S. (2008). Hierarchies of culture and hierarchies of context 

in how education systems work. Presented at 21 Kongress der Deutschen 
Gesellschaft für Erziehungswissenschaft. Dresden, Germany, 2008. 

  
Teese, R. V. & Polesel, J. (2003). Undemocratic schooling : equity and quality in mass 

secondary education in Australia. Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne University Publishing. 
  
Terrill, M., Batrouney, H., Ha, J., & Hourani, D. (2018). Remarkably adaptive: Australian 

cities in a time of growth. Retrieved from Grattan Institute website: 
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/909-Remarkably-adaptive-
Australian-cities-in-a-time-of-growth.pdf 

  



343 
 

Thomson, S., De Bortoli, L., & Underwood, C. (2017). PISA 2015: Reporting Australia’s 
results. Retrieved from Australian Council for Educational Research website: 
https://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1023&context=ozpisa 

  
Thrupp, M. (2007a). Education’s ‘inconvienient truth’: Persistent middle class 

advantage. Waikato Journal of Education, 13, 253-272. Retrieved from 
https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10289/6194/Thrupp%2
0education.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 

  
Thrupp, M. (2007b). School admissions and the segregation of school intakes in New 

Zealand cities. Urban Studies, 44(7), 1393-1404. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00420980701302361 

  
Tiedemann, J. & Billmann-Machecha, E. (2010). Wie erfolgreich sind Gymnasiasten ohne 

Gymnasialempfehlung? Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 13(4), 649-660. 
 
Tillmann, K.-J. (2014). Die Ganztagsschule und die Wünsche der Eltern. In Killus, D., & 

Tillmann, K.-J. (Eds.) Eltern zwischen Erwartungen, Kritik und Engagement. Ein 
Trendbericht zu Schule und Bildungspolitik in Deutschland. Die 3. JAKO-O 
Bildungsstudie (pp. 71-88). Münster: New York: Waxmann. 

  
Tomazin, F. (2018, April 22). How Australia’s education debacle is still creating victims. 

The Age. Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/how-australia-s-
education-debacle-is-still-creating-victims-20180419-p4zal3.html 

  
Topsfield, J. (2012, April 20). School in the zone but residents might not be. The Age. 

Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/education/school-in-the-zone-but-
residents-might-not-be-20120419-1xa3c.html  

  
Trow, M. (1961). The second transformation of American secondary education. In J. 

Karabel & A. H. Halsey (Eds.). Power and Ideology in Education (pp. 105-117). New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

  
Trow, M. (1973). Problems in the transition from elite to mass higher education. Carnegie 

Commission on Higher Education. Berkeley: California. Retrieved from Education 
Resources Information Center website: 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED091983.pdf 

  
Turner, R. (1960). Sponsored and contest mobility and the school system. American 

Sociological Review, 26(6), 855-867. 
  
UNESCO (2015). Education 2030 Incheon declaration. Towards inclusive and equitable 

quality education and lifelong learning for all. Retrieved from UNESCO website: 
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-
framework-for-action-implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf 

  
van Zanten, A. (2003). Middle-class parents and social mix in French urban schools: 

reproduction and transformation of class relations in education. International Studies 
in Sociology of Education, 13(2), 107-124. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09620210300200106 

  



344 
 

van Zanten, A. (2005). New modes of reproducing social inequality in education: the 
changing role of parents, teachers, schools and educational policies. European 
Educational Research Journal, 4(3), 155-169. 
https://doi.org/10.2304/eerj.2005.4.3.1 

  
van Zanten, A. (2009). Competitive arenas and schools' logics of action: A European 

comparison. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 39(1), 
85-98. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057920802447867 

  
Vickers, M. (2004). Markets and mobilities: dilemmas facing the comprehensive 

neighbourhood high school. Melbourne Studies in Education, 45(2), 1-22. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2004.9558613 

  
Victorian Auditor-General. (2017). Managing school infrastructure. Retrieved from 

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/20170511-School-
Infrastructure.pdf 

  
Victorian Auditor-General. (2015). Education transitions. Retrieved from 

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/20150318-Education-
transitions.pdf 

  
Victorian Tertiary Admissions Centre (VTAC). (2018). ABC of scaling. Retrieved from 

http://www.vtac.edu.au/files/pdf/publications/abcofscaling.pdf 
  
Vincent, C. (2001). Social class and parental agency. Journal of Education Policy, 16(4), 

347-364. 
  
Vincent, C. & Ball, S. (2007). 'Making Up' the middle class child: families, activities and 

class dispositions. Sociology, 41(6), 1061-1077. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038507082315 

  
Vincent, C., Braun, A., & Ball, S.J. (2008). Childcare, choice and social class: Caring for 

young children in the UK. Critical Social Policy, 28(1), 5-26. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018307085505 

  
Vincent, C. & Martin, J. (2002). Class, culture and agency: researching parental voice. 

Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education. 23(1), 109-128. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300220123079 

  
Vogel, B. (2011). Mittelschicht im Wohlstandskonflikt. Zeitschrift für Wirtschaftspolitik. 

91(8), 507-525. 
  
Walford, G. & Pring, R. (Eds.) (1997). Affirming the comprehensive ideal. Great Britain: 

The Falmer Press. 
  
Walker, J., Rossman, R., & Osborne, P. (2015). How do school zones affect Melbourne 

property prices? Property Observer. Retrieved from 
https://www.propertyobserver.com.au/forward-planning/adding-
value/subdivision-zoning/41208-how-do-school-zones-affect-melbourne-property-
prices.html?start=1 

 



345 
 

Watson, L. (1998). Intentions, opportunities and outcomes – The impact of 
Commonwealth involvement in Australian schooling. (Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation) Australian National University. Canberra, Australia.  

  
Watson, L. (2008). Private expectations and public schooling: the growth of private 

tutoring in Australia. Presented at Australian Association for Research in Education 
(AARE) Conference, Brisbane 2018. Retrieved from 
https://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2008/wat08692.pdf 

  
Weber, M., Mills, C. W., & Gerth, H. H., (1991). From Max Weber : essays in sociology. 

London, Routledge. 
  
Weininger, E. & Lareau, A. (2003). Translating Bourdieu into the American context: the 

question of social class and family-school relations. Poetics, 31(5-6), 375-402. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-422X(03)00034-2 

  
Whitty, G. (1997). Creating quasi-markets in education:a review of recent research on 

parental choice and school autonomy in three countries. Review of Research in 
Education 22(1), 3-47. https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X022001003 

  
Wilborg, S. (2010). Why is there no comprehensive education in Germany? A historical 

explanation. History of Education, 39(4), 539-556. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00467601003685733 

  
Wilkinson, R. G. & Pickett, K. (2010). The spirit level : why greater equality makes 

societies stronger. New York: Bloomsbury Press. 
  
Windle, J. (2009). The limits of school choice: some implications for accountability of 

selective practices and postitional competition in Australian education. Critical 
Studies in Education, 50(3), 231-246. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508480903009566 

  
Wippermann, K., Wippermann, C., & Kirchner, A. (2013). Eltern - Lehrer - Schulerfolg. 

Stuttgart: Lucius & Lucius. 
  
Wiseman, A. W. (2010). The uses of evidence for educational policymaking: Global 

contexts and international trends. Review of Research in Education, 34(1), 1-24. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X09350472 

  
Wu, X. (2008). The power of positional competition and market mechanism: a case study 

of recent parental choice development in China. Journal of Education Policy, 23(6), 
595-614. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930802209735 

  
Ylonen, A. (2009). The reinvention of the comprehensive school system in Finland: how 

do market-orientated reforms impact upon equity and equality of opportunity? 
Forum 51(1), 9-24. http://doi.org/10.2304/forum.2009.51.1.9 

  
Young, H. (2015, November 25). What can we learn from the great German school 

turnaround? The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-
network/2015/nov/25/what-can-we-learn-from-the-great-german-school-
turnaround 

  



Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Doecke, Esther

Title:
More than a socio-economic variable: family strategies of educational advantage within
Germany and Australia

Date:
2019

Persistent Link:
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/225639

Terms and Conditions:
Terms and Conditions: Copyright in works deposited in Minerva Access is retained by the
copyright owner. The work may not be altered without permission from the copyright owner.
Readers may only download, print and save electronic copies of whole works for their own
personal non-commercial use. Any use that exceeds these limits requires permission from
the copyright owner. Attribution is essential when quoting or paraphrasing from these works.

http://hdl.handle.net/11343/225639

