EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This discussion paper analyses how schools are changing over time, especially in terms of enrolment
characteristics and the school achievement measures and results most familiar to parents and teachers. The
analysis uses end-of-school measures of student achievement and focusses on New South Wales, Victoria
and Queensland, to show the relationship between school achievement and other school characteristics,
including level of student advantage and location. Increasingly, we can see high achievers concentrated in
the most advantaged schools, while those in lower SES schools are facing falling achievement levels.
The findings are replicated, in different ways, across the three states. In New South Wales in 2017, the
proportion of HSC Distinguished Achievers (DAs) from the highest ICSEA schools was 19%, whereas in the
lowest ICSEA schools it was 1%. In Victoria, this pattern is repeated, with the proportion of students with a
VCE score of 40 or over is 24% in the highest ICSEA band but only 2.2% in the lowest. In Queensland 85% of
the highest achievers come from schools above ICSEA 1000, 15% from the schools below.
Even more significantly, such gaps have been widening over the last decade. In NSW, the schools in the
highest ICSEA band have markedly increased their numbers and proportion of DAs since 2005/06. This has
been accompanied by a change in the distribution of enrolments to these schools, so that increasingly the
most advantaged students are going to the most advantaged schools. In all three states, schools in the
highest ICSEA band have increased the proportion of students from the highest SEA quarter, so that that
Queensland (+6%), Victoria (+8%) and NSW (+13%) have all seen a concentration of high SEA students into
the most advantaged schools.
At the same time, the reverse is true, with the lowest ICSEA schools in Queensland (+10%), Victoria (+3%)
and NSW (+9%) each seeing an increase in the number of students from the lowest SEA quarter. These
factors are creating a system that concentrates advantage and disadvantage in different types of schools,
with obvious flow on effects for achievement levels of those students. There is also a stark difference
between the cities and regional areas, with the proportion of DAs in major cities in NSW at 23%, but only
2.3% in inner regional areas, and just 0.3% in outer regional areas.
The data suggest that achievement outcomes are becoming increasingly connected to the level of advantage
of the school a student attends, so that some of the differences in achievement among schools may simply
reflect who is enrolled – and how this enrolment is changing – rather than the quality of teaching.
These enrolment trends mean that students who are already advantaged are concentrating in high achieving
schools, while the disadvantaged are being segregated into struggling schools, so that the burden of lifting
up the most disadvantaged is not evenly spread across schools, sectors and locations.
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