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Submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education 
Inquiry into the Factors Driving Educational Attainment 

Submitted by: National Catholic Education Commission 

1. CONTEXT 

Catholic education welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Education - Inquiry into the factors driving educational attainment. 

Catholic schools educate one in five Australian students and serve diverse communities, including 
students from low socio-educational backgrounds, students with disability, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, non-Catholic families, and regional, rural and remote communities. Of the 
approximately 830,000 students educated in Catholic schools, 44 per cent are from non-Catholic 
backgrounds, 43 per cent are from low socio-educational backgrounds, 24 per cent receive support 
for disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander enrolments have grown by 60 per cent over 
the past decade. Around 40 per cent of Catholic schools are in regional, rural and remote areas. 

This scale and diversity give Catholic education practical evidence about what drives attainment 
across varied school and community contexts, and what policy settings are needed to support 
students effectively. 

Catholic education understands attainment as a broad concept: achievement, progression, 
engagement, attendance, retention, completion, qualifications, pathways, post-school participation, 
and the personal, spiritual, social and civic formation of young people. National assessment data, 
senior secondary certification and pathway outcomes are critical indicators, but attainment should 
not be reduced solely to such measures. 

This submission is framed from a Catholic education perspective. It recognises that educational 
attainment is strengthened when policy recognises all the factors that shape, drive and deliver it, 
acknowledges the local impact and contribution of all school sectors, including faith-based schools, 
protects the professional work of teachers and leaders, and recognises the need for fair, 
transparent, accountable and needs-based support for students and schools. 

The national policy frame for this inquiry should remain one of excellence and equity for every 
learner, consistent with the broad commitments of Australian education ministers to support 
confident and creative individuals, successful lifelong learners, and active and informed members of 
the community. 

Catholic education is a significant national partner in this endeavour, with practical evidence and 
experience across metropolitan, regional, rural, remote, socio-educational disadvantage, disability 
and faith-based contexts. 
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2. CONSIDERATION OF THE RESEARCH BASE 

The Terms of Reference specifically ask the Committee to consider differences between and among 
boys and girls in school readiness, learning outcomes, attendance, retention, attainment and post-
school pathways. Catholic education supports this focus. Gender is one of several markers that can 
affect attainment and should be examined carefully alongside socio-economic status, disability, 
cultural and linguistic diversity and place. 

Research published by the Catholic Schools NSW, Kathleen Burrow Research Institute; Echoes of 
Disparity, indicates that boys are over-represented among the most academically vulnerable 
students in Australia. The report identifies boys as performing more poorly in literacy and as being 
twice as likely as girls to score in the lowest performance bands in NAPLAN literacy results. It also 
observes that, even where boys perform relatively strongly on average, the weakest performers 
remain disproportionately male. 

The significance of this work extends beyond identifying a problem. It shows that Catholic education 
can contribute to the national evidence base on attainment by undertaking rigorous, policy-relevant 
research into the drivers of differential outcomes, including between boys and girls. This is directly 
relevant to the Committee’s interest in evidence-based solutions and targeted approaches for 
learners who are not meeting standards. 

Catholic education’s contribution here is practical as well as analytical. Catholic systems educate 
students across diverse communities and can test, refine and scale responses where evidence 
suggests particular cohorts need differentiated support. That includes boys who are struggling in 
literacy and engagement, as well as girls and other student groups whose outcomes may be 
shaped by different forms of disadvantage or challenge. 

National policy should therefore continue to monitor attainment differences by gender and support 
sectors, including Catholic education, to contribute research and implementation evidence that 
improves outcomes without reducing the inquiry into attainment to a single explanatory factor. 

3. REPORTING MECHANISMS 

The Terms of Reference require a coherent account of attainment across the learner journey, from 
school readiness through to post-school participation and completion. 

Catholic education acknowledges that the Better and Fairer Schools Agreement (BFSA) and 
associated bilateral agreements appropriately link reform effort and accountability to measurable 
improvement. Non-government schools, although not signatories to these agreements in the same 
way as State and Territory jurisdictions, should be included in any formulation of national reporting 
or accountability measures to recognise context and reflect the contribution of all schools to national 
attainment goals. 

It is against this background that Catholic education must be an explicit part of the design of the 
national enabling initiative reviewing how governments measure and report nationally on student 
achievement, including better measures of student engagement, learning growth and achievement 
for diverse learners. 
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Better access to timely, disaggregated system-level and national data would strengthen the capacity 
of all sectors to understand patterns of attainment, identify emerging risks and evaluate responses. 
Data should be useful for improvement, not only for compliance. 

Policy should give greater attention to implementation quality. Schools experience reform as 
cumulative workload, so new initiatives should be assessed for effectiveness, feasibility, burden and 
alignment with existing priorities. Research into the drivers of attainment can too easily default to 
additional data gathering. 

Additional reporting should only be introduced where it clearly improves decision-making and 
student support. Data should be timely, useful and proportionate, not compliance activity that diverts 
teachers and leaders from teaching, intervention, pastoral care and engagement. 

National settings should allow flexibility for schools and systems to respond to local needs while 
remaining accountable for progress, equity and responsible use of public investment. 

4. DRIVERS OF DIFFERENCE IN OUTCOMES 

4.1. Intersecting factors 

Differences in educational attainment are rarely explained by a single factor. Gender, socio-
economic circumstances, disability, remoteness, cultural and linguistic background, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander identity, attendance, wellbeing, family expectations, school engagement and 
pathway access can interact over time. Policy should therefore avoid singular explanations and 
identify which students are experiencing persistent barriers, at what points in the learner journey, 
and through which mechanisms. 

Average differences between groups can obscure greater variation within groups. A national 
approach should support careful diagnosis, early identification, local knowledge and targeted 
responses rather than broad assumptions about cohorts. 

The drivers of attainment should be understood as intersecting and cumulative, and policy settings 
should help schools and systems identify specific barriers for specific learners at specific stages of 
schooling. 

4.2. Early learning, school readiness and early intervention 

Differences in attainment often emerge before formal schooling and compound unless addressed 
early. Oral language, early literacy, early numeracy, self-regulation, social competence, and 
physical health are foundational for later learning. Early support is particularly important for students 
experiencing socio-economic disadvantage, developmental vulnerability, disability, disrupted family 
circumstances, or limited access to early learning services. 

Early intervention is strengthened when early childhood education, schools, health services and 
family supports are better aligned, including through co-located services on school sites where they 
improve access for families. Such models can support smoother transitions, earlier identification of 
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need, continuity of learning and wrap-around support. Co-location should therefore be seen as a 
practical attainment strategy, not just an infrastructure model. 

National policy should strengthen early intervention and school readiness by improving alignment 
between early childhood education, schools, health services and family support, including co-
location models where they improve access, transition and early identification of need. 

4.3. Students with disability and diverse learning needs 

Students with disability should be considered explicitly within any national strategy to lift attainment. 
For these students, attainment depends on timely identification of need, reasonable adjustments, 
specialist support, inclusive practice, and funding that can be used in response to individual and 
local circumstances. 

Catholic education supports funding approaches that direct resources according to need and allow 
schools and systems to use these resources in the best educational interests of students. 
Accountability in public funding is essential, but policy settings should not narrow support, add 
compliance burden without educational benefit, or reduce confidence that funding will meet student 
need across diverse settings. 

Any review of disability loadings, targeting or reporting, including through the Commonwealth 
Government’s review of the School Resource Standard base and loadings calculation, should be 
developed in partnership with Catholic education and the wider education sector to support 
reasonable adjustments and specialist support, and maintain high expectations for achievement, 
participation and pathways. 

4.4. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners, culture, and community 

Catholic schools educate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students across many communities, 
including regional and remote areas. Improving attainment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students requires sustained attention to attendance, early learning, literacy and numeracy, culturally 
responsive teaching, wellbeing, identity, belonging, transitions, boarding and distance issues where 
relevant, and pathways beyond school. 

Measures of progress should not reduce students or communities to deficits. They should identify 
barriers, strengths and opportunities, and be developed in ways that respect culture, community 
partnership, and local context. 

National attainment policy should support culturally responsive, academically ambitious and 
community-connected approaches for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners, with attention 
to attendance, early learning, literacy, numeracy, wellbeing, transitions and pathways. This attention 
should avoid regulation, reporting or compliance requirements that fail to recognise the cultural 
specificity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, staff and communities.  
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4.5. Attendance and engagement 

Students are more likely to attain when they are present, connected, supported and able to 
participate positively in school life. Attendance is a leading indicator of risk, but in order to address 
it, absence must be understood in context. 

As a measurable outcome of the BFSA, it is essential that attendance metrics also consider the 
supports available, particularly for priority cohorts, to strengthen their capacity to attend and 
therefore attain. This requires moving beyond individual indicators to consider the structural barriers 
to attendance that may be present in some communities. 

Catholic education is proud of the high rates of belonging reported by students and their families. 
Belonging matters because it influences effort, persistence, behaviour, and willingness to seek help. 
Catholic schools emphasise belonging through pastoral care, school culture, faith formation, 
relationships, service and community. These are not peripheral to attainment; they help students 
engage, persist and succeed. 

Attendance policy and goals must combine high expectations with localised support that addresses 
the causes of non-attendance and strengthens belonging, engagement and participation in order to 
continue to improve attendance results. 

4.6. Pathways and post-school transitions 

Students need credible, high-quality pathways aligned to their interests, strengths and aspirations. 
ATAR, VET in schools, apprenticeships, traineeships, higher education and applied pathways 
should all be recognised as legitimate routes to attainment and adult contribution. Where pathways 
are too narrow, poorly understood or not available locally, students may disengage even when they 
have strong capabilities and interests. 

VET in schools should be valued as a genuine pathway, supported by industry-relevant learning, 
appropriate facilities, qualified teachers and trainers, clear credential information and links to 
employment, further training or higher education. Pathway equity also requires early and sustained 
career education, not last-minute advice at the point of subject selection. 

National policy should strengthen the quality, accessibility and status of VET in schools, 
apprenticeships, traineeships, tertiary pathways and other applied routes so students have credible 
pathways into further learning, work and contribution. 

4.7. Workforce, teacher quality and school stability 

Student attainment depends on the conditions in which teachers and leaders work. High-quality 
teaching, curriculum implementation, intervention, pastoral care and pathway guidance require a 
stable and capable workforce. Workforce instability can disrupt continuity of teaching, weaken 
improvement strategies and reduce the effectiveness of targeted supports. 

Staff wellbeing, safety and workload are not separate from attainment. Sector-neutral workforce 
strategies should support the profession across government and non-government schools. Initial 
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teacher education and early career support should prepare teachers for contemporary classroom 
challenges, including evidence-based literacy and numeracy instruction, diverse learners, disability 
adjustments, engagement, behaviour support, family partnership and classroom complexity. 

Student attainment and staff wellbeing are inextricably linked and value and support of the 
profession is essential to the positive correlation between the two.  

5. EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTIONS AND CATHOLIC EDUCATION’S CONTRIBUTION 

High-quality teaching remains central to raising attainment. Literacy and numeracy are foundational 
for participation across the curriculum and for later study, training and employment. Students who 
do not meet expected standards require timely identification, appropriate instruction, targeted 
intervention and monitoring of progress. 

Catholic education contributes to national attainment not only by educating students, but by 
generating implementation knowledge from successful initiatives that can be delivered across large 
and varied school networks. This includes work in foundational learning, early intervention, 
attendance, inclusion, wellbeing, transitions and post-school pathways. For government, the policy 
value is that Catholic education can help identify what is both effective and scalable. 

Catholic education is local enough to respond to community needs and broad enough to benefit 
from significant scale and network. As an integral part of a diverse school system, it allows families 
to choose the context that best suits the needs, values and aspirations of their child. That matters 
because attainment is not one-size-fits-all. Different students thrive in different environments, and 
policy should support an ecosystem in which diversity of provision works in the service of better 
outcomes for children. 

Effective practice should be scaled coherently rather than fragmented across short-term initiatives. 
Schools need evidence-informed resources, professional learning, assessment tools, intervention 
models, and the time and resources to implement them well. Evaluation should consider not only 
whether a program works in principle, but whether it can be implemented with fidelity in different 
contexts and at sustainable cost. 

National attainment reforms must prioritise evidence-based teaching, early intervention, targeted 
support, coherent implementation and evaluation of what works, for whom, in what contexts and at 
what cost. 

6. POLICY DESIGN AND PARTNERSHIP 

Catholic education is an essential partner in the development, implementation and evaluation of 
national attainment measures and reforms, serving the advancement of individual students as well 
as the broader society. According to research commissioned by the Victorian Catholic Education 
Authority using data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
Survey, Catholic school alumni experience high employment rates and wages, better health and life 
satisfaction and have greater representation in community-serving professions. These outcomes 
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persist even after adjusting for socio-economic background, demonstrating the enduring value of 
Catholic education in shaping productive, engaged citizens. 

The Inquiry should therefore recommend structured consultation with Catholic education in the 
development, implementation and evaluation of national reforms. It should also recognise that a 
mixed model of schooling, supported by public investment and family contribution, is part of the 
architecture through which Australia can lift attainment for all learners. 

Public investment in Catholic education should be understood as an investment in national 
attainment. Catholic Schools NSW publication Money Invested, Money Saved found that non-
government schools save taxpayers an estimated $5.09 billion each year in recurrent funding under 
current settings, rising to $6.88 billion when all schools receive their full entitlement, with Catholic 
schools accounting for $3.19 billion of that saving.  

Government funding arrangements directly impact the capacity of non-government schools to 
provide evidence-based teaching, targeted intervention, disability adjustments, wellbeing support, 
attendance strategies, workforce stability and pathway programs. 

Review of capacity-to-contribute (CTC) settings, the Direct Measure of Income (DMI) methodology 
and the Schooling Resource Standard are therefore linked to attainment because they affect 
whether schools can adequately meet student need. Catholic education should be included as an 
essential partner in any such review, particularly where measures (such as CTC based on the DMI) 
apply only to non-government schools. 

The contribution of Catholic education should also be understood within the broader mixed model of 
Australian schooling. Non-government schools contribute to the sustainability of that model while 
educating a diverse student population and advancing national education goals. Continued funding 
security and stability are directly relevant to improving student attainment across the nation. 
Funding settings should enable all school sectors to contribute to national attainment goals and 
should be transparent, fair, needs-based and responsive to the cost of supporting all learners. 

7. CONCLUSION 

Improving educational attainment requires more than lifting test scores. It requires attention to the 
full education and schooling journey and to the conditions that enable students to learn and 
progress. Intervention, attendance, partnership, staff and student wellbeing, high-quality teaching, 
targeted support, fair funding and pathway equity are all part of the attainment equation. 

Catholic education supports a national approach that combines high expectations for all with 
targeted support where evidence shows persistent barriers. Boys’ educational attainment and 
engagement require serious attention, but they should be considered within a broader, evidence-
informed account of the interacting factors that shape outcomes for all students. 

Catholic schools stand ready to contribute to this work as partners in the public mission of 
education, serving families and communities through a holistic commitment to excellence, equity, 
faith, formation and the dignity of every student. 
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