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Does School Academic Selectivity Pay Off? The Education, 
Employment and Life Satisfaction Outcomes of Australian 
Students

By MELISSA THAM , SHUYAN HUO and ANDREW WADE, Mitchell Institute 
for Education Policy, Victoria University, Melbourne, VIC, Australia

ABSTRACT: The long-term benefits of academically selective schools have 
not been thoroughly explored in the Australian context. This research draws 
on data from a longitudinal study of Australian young people (n = 2933) 
and utilises Nearest-neighbour matching techniques to explore whether 
individuals who attend academically selective schools have better outcomes 
than those who attend non-selective schools. This research explores a range 
of post-school outcomes, including engagement in education or employ
ment, years of education and life satisfaction. Participants who graduated 
from academically selective schools reported slightly higher general life 
satisfaction scores. Limitations around the available data and measures 
used for identifying selective schools are discussed, but these results indi
cate that attending an academically selective school is not associated with 
major benefits for individuals. We argue that academically selective schools 
contradict the principles of inclusive and equitable education which under
pin Australia’s school system. The results speak to policy makers who play 
a key role in evaluating and regulating selective processes.

Keywords: school selectivity, academic enrolment processes, competitive 
schooling, longitudinal research, nearest-neighbour matching

1. INTRODUCTION

An increasingly marketised and competitive system of schooling in Australia 
has coincided with increased school selectivity, defined as school and system- 
devised processes that go beyond enrolment based on local catchment areas 
(Tham, 2021). Compared to other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) countries, selectivity is a common feature in many 
Australian schools (Varsik, 2022), which scholars attribute to many factors. 
For example, schools that consistently produce high results become what 
Windle (2015) refers to as ‘high-demand schools’. High-demand schools can 
utilise various forms of selectivity such as standardised entrance exams, feeder- 
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school reports, written application essays and assessments results for both 
general or specific achievement domains such as science.

Similar to grammar schools in the United Kingdom (UK), Australian fully 
academically selective schools are part of the government sector and select all 
their students via a standardised and high stakes entrance exam (Ho, 2018). 
State governments purport that selective schools ‘make a difference in support
ing the development of academic talent and the wellbeing of high potential and 
gifted students’ (NSW Government, 2024b).

The evidence base around why parents enrol their children into selective 
schools is relatively established. Studies of school choice highlight that parents 
can be motivated to enrol their children into such high-performing schools 
because they believe it will increase the chances of their children getting into 
prestigious universities, increasing the likelihood of securing a well-paid and 
high-status occupation (Campbell et al., 2009). Arguably, discourses of school 
choice position parents as consumers of education and opportunities (Windle,  
2015) and in the case of Asian migrant families, there can be additional 
motivations of ‘anxiety and aspiration’ (Ho, 2020) that underpin their 
approaches towards entry into high-performing schools, such as selective 
schools. Much less is known about whether selective school graduates have 
better outcomes in adulthood than non-selective school students. One study has 
explored the end of year exam results of fully selective school students in one 
Australian state (Houng and Ryan, 2018), but there are no published studies that 
critically tracks and compares longer-term outcomes of students who attend 
selective schools compared to non-selective schools into adulthood.

To address this gap, this research is based on an analysis of data from the 
Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY), the 2009 cohort (Y09). LSAY is 
a nationally representative survey program that follows young Australians over an 
11-year period. LSAY features annual surveys from cohorts of Australian young 
people from 15 to 25 years of age, as they move through school to further study, 
work and beyond. As part of the LSAY, school principals complete a questionnaire, 
comprising questions about their pupils, school management and school admission 
policies. We draw on principal’s self-reports of academic selectivity related to 
school enrolment and admission processes as a measure for school selectivity. 
Employing matching techniques, we also compare long-term education, employ
ment and life satisfaction outcomes by academic selectivity status.

The aim of this study is to investigate whether students who graduate from 
academically selective schools have better education, employment and life 
satisfaction outcomes at two time points: At age 19, we investigate how 
secondary school completion rates and whether students are fully engaged in 
education or work might vary between schools of different academic selectivity 
status. At age 25, we explore whether graduates of academically selective 
schools are more likely to be employed (part-time or full-time), fully engaged 
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in education or work, have completed more years of education and have greater 
general life satisfaction.

2. SCHOOL ACADEMIC SELECTIVITY IN AUSTRALIA

Australia has three school sectors: Government schools and non-government 
schools which comprise Catholic schools and ‘independent schools’, which are 
mostly religiously affiliated (Campbell and Proctor, 2014). In this paper, we will 
refer to ‘government schools’, ‘Catholic’ and ‘independent’ schools.

Government schools generally enrol students who live in their local area, but 
in the case of fully selective government schools, only the highest achieving 
students obtain a place, as determined by a competitive entrance exam. Each 
state has a different number of fully selective schools. New South Wales has the 
highest, with 21 fully selective schools (NSW Government, 2024a), Victoria has 
four and Queensland and Western Australia have one each. These fully selective 
schools are often the highest performing in each state (Ho, 2018). Some 
research indicates that fully selective school students do slightly better than 
their peers at end of year exams (Houng and Ryan, 2018). Gemici and Tham 
(2014) reported that students who attended academically selective schools were 
just as engaged in school (cognitive and emotional) at age 15 compared to their 
non-selective school peers.

There are also a number of partially selective government schools, mainly 
concentrated in New South Wales (24) (NSW Government, 2023) and Victoria 
(22 metropolitan and 13 regional) (SEAL Academy, 2024). These schools enrol 
the majority of their students from the local area, but non-local students are 
selected for academically streamed classes within the schools.

There are also some other government schools, often high-performing 
schools located in inner-city areas (Rowe and Windle, 2012) that can engage 
in academic selectivity to enrol their students because the local demand out
strips the number of available places. High-performing and reputable schools, 
often located in affluent suburbs, as well as specialist schools for science and 
other disciplines can enrol their students based on principals’ discretion (for 
academic performance), they can also ask prospective students to write essays 
or undergo interviews to determine their enrolment (Windle, 2015). Therefore, 
whilst most government schools enrol local students without any prior testing or 
consideration of academic performance, academic selectivity can occur in the 
government sector outside of fully and partially selective schools.

Academic selectivity also permeates across non-government schools. 
Research highlights that independent schools for example, often consider stu
dents’ previous performance, as well as a range of other factors when enrolling 
their students (Windle, 2015). So far, Australian studies have compared the 
long-term education, employment and life outcomes between sectors (Chesters,  
2018; Dockery, 2016), but not by school academic selectivity status. For 
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example, a study highlighted that by age 24, former private school students were 
no more likely to be employed full-time, be employed in a managerial/profes
sional occupation or have higher weekly earnings than former government 
school students (Chesters, 2018). In terms of employment outcomes, Dockery 
(2016) analysed HILDA data and concluded that independent and Catholic 
private school students had higher salaries than government school students, 
by an average of 10 and 15%, respectively.

How selective school students fare post-schooling is difficult to ascertain in 
the Australian context because of limitations around student-level post-school 
data. No research to the knowledge of the authors have investigated the long- 
term outcomes associated with school selectivity in Australia. By analysing the 
data by school academic selectivity status, this research seeks to address this 
gap in the literature. The following section focuses on the international research, 
where there has been more development in longitudinal research that tracks and 
compares the outcomes of young people by school selectivity.

3. BACKGROUND

International studies have utilised large-scale datasets to explore relationships 
between attending a selective school and students’ long-term education, occu
pations, and wellbeing outcomes. Much of the recent research has been based in 
the UK (Capsada-Munsech and Boliver, 2021; Sullivan et al., 2014), exploring 
the outcomes of grammar school students. Grammar schools are government- 
funded schools that only enrol the highest performing students, determined by 
a standardised entrance exam that students take at age 11. It was more common 
for scholars to study the education and employment outcomes of adults as they 
related to schools attended in the teenage years (Coe et al., 2008), but more 
recently, researchers have broadened the scope of their analyses to investigate 
life and wellbeing outcomes (Jerrim and Sims, 2020).

The results from recent research in the UK are mixed. Capsada-Munsech 
and Boliver (2021) highlights that students who attend grammar schools are 
more likely to enrol into university compared to non-selective government 
schools. Similarly, Sullivan et al. (2018) analysed data from the British 
Cohort study, comparing government, modern and grammar school outcomes 
for students at ages 16, 18 and 42. Regression analyses were undertaken 
controlling for a range of socioeconomic, income and religious affiliation 
factors and the researchers reported that attending a grammar school was 
associated with higher academic achievement in secondary school and higher 
qualifications attained in the sample of adults. Saliently, other researchers 
analysing data from the UK indicated no significant differences between educa
tion, income and life satisfaction outcomes of academically selective grammar 
schools and government schools, once student socioeconomic background are 
controlled for (Henderson et al., 2022; Sullivan et al., 2014).
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For students who are high-achieving, analysis must ensure students attending 
academically selective schools are matched with students attending non-selective 
schools, enabling meaningful comparisons to be made between students when 
tracking their long-term outcomes. Recently, researchers have been using partici
pant matching techniques to explore student wellbeing outcomes after attending 
selective schools. Drawing on propensity score matching techniques, Jerrim and 
Sims (2020) concluded from their research based on the Millennium Cohort 
Study in Britain, that grammar school attendance had very little impact on 
students’ later socio-economical outcomes, such as self-confidence, self-esteem 
and aspirations. Jones et al. (2018) were interested in whether attending 
a selective school influences health, wellbeing, mental health, and labour out
comes. Their study concluded that the type of school attended did not influence 
participants’ health and well-being outcomes at age 33 and 45. Selective school 
students did have better labour market outcomes, such as higher hourly wages and 
likelihood of being employed at age 33 and 50. Henderson et al. (2022) analysed 
data from Next Steps, a longitudinal study of young people born in 1989. 
Multiple regression analyses revealed no significant differences by school type 
for mental health or life satisfaction at age 14 and 25.

This research focuses on life satisfaction, a key outcome that is captured and 
measured in the LSAY. Distinct from happiness and wellbeing, life satisfaction 
or ‘the degree to which an individual judges the overall quality of his life-as 
-a-whole favourably’ (Veenhoven, 1996, p. 10) has also been linked to indivi
duals’ education attainment and work status (Dockery, 2003). Underpinned by 
this research, we expect that after matching, young people who have attended 
academically selective schools may have better education and employment 
outcomes compared to those who attend non-selective schools; however, we 
do not expect there to be significant differences when comparing broader life 
outcomes, such as life satisfaction.

4. DATA AND MEASURES

In 2009, over 14,000 students participated in the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), which is an initiative of the OECD. These students 
undertook tests in mathematical literacy, reading literacy, and scientific literacy, 
and completed a brief questionnaire, which included scales to measure their 
attitudes as well as questions to collect information on their backgrounds. All 
students who participated in PISA were then approached to become part of the 
LSAY Y09 cohort, the participants of this research.

LSAY is a nationally representative survey of Australian young people. 
They are tracked over 11 years, with yearly surveys from 15 to 25 years of 
age. The purpose of the LSAY is to provide insights into the educational 
activities and labour market outcomes of young people, but data related to 

DOES SCHOOL ACADEMIC SELECTIVITY PAY OFF?             5



satisfaction and wellbeing are also collected to provide a more complete picture 
of a young person’s life.

The LSAY comprises the largest sample of longitudinal data of Australian 
young people, but there is a high attrition rate over time, which is common in 
longitudinal surveys. In our sample of young people, the response rate dropped 
to 61.5% (or 8,759 respondents) at wave 2 when the LSAY began and further to 
20.6% (2,933 respondents) at the last wave (wave 11) (please refer to see 
Appendix A for rates).

Attrition, especially non-random attrition, leads to two problems in analys
ing longitudinal data: bias so that the sample no longer represents the original 
sample and small sample sizes for sub-groups such as Indigenous population 
and non-English speakers (Department of Education, 2014). Other research 
suggests that attrition and non-response are generally higher among males, 
young people, non-English speakers, single people and single person house
holds, those with lower levels of education or from low SES backgrounds, non- 
home owners or those living in urban locations (Watson and Wooden, 2009).

Detecting bias in LSAY is not straight-forward as comparable whole sub- 
population data may not be readily available. Generating population estimates 
beyond the first wave of LSAY requires benchmarking against other available 
data sources and careful management of the survey to ensure that it continues to 
match the populations of interest. This is not generally possible and thus the use 
of LSAY to provide age-based population estimates is therefore limited.

However, an important feature of the LSAY Y09 data is that the distribution 
of student samples attending each type of school by selectivity are broadly 
consistent over time (please see Appendix B). For example, respondents attend
ing ‘always’ selective schools account for 18.3% of all respondents, while they 
account for 18.8% at the last wave (wave 11). This means that although the 
sample number was reduced at each later wave, the overall composition of 
students by their school academic selectivity is consistent across waves, ensur
ing accurate comparisons between participants from different school types. 
Moreover, Nearest-neighbour matching controls for participations characteris
tics in our analysis, minimising the possibility of bias in treatment effect 
estimates.

As such, for this paper, we used data collected at wave 1, wave 5 and wave 
11, when participants were aged 15 (2009), 19 (2013) and 25 (2019) respec
tively, to examine whether individuals who attend academically selective 
schools have better long-term outcomes than non-selective school students.

School Academic Selectivity
Data were also collected from schools through the LSAY questionnaire, where 
school principals or leaders provided information about their pupil’s back
grounds, as well as school management and admission policies. Schools were 
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asked if they consider ‘student’s record of academic performance (including 
placement tests) [during admission]’ and asked to ‘please tick one box’ – 
‘never’, ‘sometimes’ or ‘always’ (please refer to Appendix C for the survey 
item). Principal’s responses to this item are chosen as our measure for school 
academic selectivity status (as this is the only survey item that provides infor
mation related to school selectivity) and we are confident that they would 
provide accurate information.

As mentioned previously, academic selectivity occurs across Australia’s 
three school sectors, and this is reflected in the following table that 
provides the number and percentages of students attending schools of 
varying academic selectivity by sector. As expected, these data suggest 
that academic selectivity permeates across all three school sectors although 
surprisingly, a similar proportion of government and independent schools 
‘always’ engage in academically selective practices, 17.9 and 16%, respec
tively. In contrast, 22.6% of Catholic schools enrolled their students via 
selective practices.

Overall, almost one in five students in our sample, or 18.3%, attended 
a school that ‘always’ considered academic performance during admission. 
Whilst the ‘sometimes’ category is somewhat ambiguous, our analysis will 
enable us to compare schools that ‘never’ utilise academic selection to those 
that ‘always’ use academic performance for enrolment and admission purposes.

Table 1 below outlines how many academically selective schools make up our 
sample within each state. The information is consistent with the number of fully and 
partially selective schools in each state. New South Wales has the highest number of 
‘always’ and ‘sometimes’ selective schools since it has the most fully and partially 
selective schools, followed by Victoria. In the late 1980s, selective schools became 
politically popular, which enabled selective schools to expand in New South Wales, 
whereas this did not occur in the other states (see Campbell, 2019).

Table 1. Distribution of school samples by school selective status across states 
(LSAY09, wave 1)

State/territory

School academic selectivity status
Never Sometimes Always Total

New South Wales 31 26 24 81
Victoria 20 24 15 59
Queensland 28 18 15 61
Western Australia 15 15 8 38
Northern Territory 6 8 3 17
South Australia 19 20 2 41
Tasmania 24 7 0 31
Australian Capital Territory 9 16 0 25
Australia 152 134 67 353
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Outcome Measures
Education and employment outcomes at age 19 include the completion of Year 
12 or equivalent qualifications and being fully engaged in education or work.1 

At age 25, we are interested in participants’ employment status (part- or full- 
time employment), being fully engaged in education or work, the number of 
years in education and their general life satisfaction.

The measure of general satisfaction in LSAY incorporated young people’s 
ratings of their happiness with their lives at home, social lives, spare time 
activities, standards of living, where they live, how they get along with others, 
their independence and their lives as a whole. Respondents reported happiness 
with different aspects of their life at the time of interview. Information is 
recorded for all respondents at wave 11. The respondents use a scale from 
zero to ten where zero means very unhappy and ten means very happy to 
indicate how happy you are with each aspect of their life.

5. METHODOLOGY

This research aims to explore whether attending an academically selective sec
ondary schools pay off for individuals as adults, in terms of their education, 
employment and life satisfaction outcomes. We engage in a two-step process to 
address this goal. The first involves descriptive analyses to estimate how the 
average outcomes for participants vary with the academic selectivity of the school 
they attended, using weighted survey data. This first step will provide a broad 
overview of the relationships between school selectivity and adult outcomes.

The second step involves the application of Nearest-neighbour matching to 
test treatment effects at age 25. In this technique, available data is used to match 
survey respondents that attended an academically selective school (‘always’ and 
‘sometimes’), with respondents that did not (schools that were ‘never’ acade
mically selective). The matching process is then used to impute the missing 
potential outcome of what would have occurred if a respondent that had 
attended an academically selective school, instead did not (StataCorp, 2021).

Three separate matching models were used. Model 1 used the following 
variables: school grade, gender, Indigenous status, language background other 
than English (LBOTE) status, geolocation (metropolitan, provincial or 
remote), and the Index of Economic, Social and Cultural Status. Model 2 
included these same variables, with the addition of the PISA reading score. 
Model 3 included these same variables, with the addition of the PISA mathe
matics score.

Nearest-neighbour matching was used instead of propensity score matching 
for two reasons. Firstly, Nearest-neighbour matching is more intuitive to explain 
to the public, by virtue of being underpinned by seeking a ‘closest’ match using 
multiple variables simultaneously. Secondly, it can provide more accurate 
matches than propensity-score matching, which is underpinned by a single 
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probability estimate of being in the treatment group or not. In the current 
context, students could be ‘matched’ in propensity score matching but still be 
relatively dissimilar.

The default caliper was used in the Nearest-neighbour matching, meaning 
that all observations were potential matches regardless of how dissimilar they 
are. Due to the use of plausible values in the analysis, it was not straightforward 
to identify how many observations were excluded. However, ad hoc analysis 
suggested that all ‘treatment’ observations were able to be matched with 
a control.

6. LIMITATIONS

This research has some limitations around the measure for school selectivity. 
We draw on school principals’ self-reports of whether their school ‘always’, 
‘sometimes’ or ‘never’ ‘considered students record of academic performance 
(including placement tests)’ during admission (see Appendix C for survey item). 
Firstly, the word ‘consider’ is ambiguous as it impossible to tell the extent to 
which academic performance is the main factor that determines student enrol
ment, or whether schools consider academic performance in combination with 
other factors. Hence, the data analysis does not enable us to know on what basis 
the schools were selective, or whether students may not be admitted if they do 
not meet the school selection criteria. A more robust measure would be to ask 
principals whether they use scores derived from entrance exams to enrol their 
students, but this information is not available in the Australian context.

We also report on individuals’ full- and part-time work status as an outcome 
measure in adulthood. This measure does not provide any insights into the types 
of jobs that participants are engaged in, which makes it difficult to situate the 
findings within a broader context of the youth labour market. In the introduc
tion, it was outlined that selective schools in New South Wales for example, 
state that they provide their students with opportunities related to both academic 
and wellbeing outcomes. Implied in this statement is that greater opportunities 
are achieved through selective schooling, compared to non-selective schooling. 
Our research does not aim to provide a complete picture of participants’ lives at 
age 25, but seeks to investigate the relativity of participant outcomes, as it 
relates to schools of varying types of selectivity. While full and part-time 
employment status are relatively blunt measures on their own, coupled with 
other outcomes, we argue that these measures enable us to engage with 
a relatively large and representative sample of individuals to address this aim.

7. RESULTS

The socioeconomic, achievement and cultural compositions of schools vary 
with academic selectivity. As expected, academically selective schools, both 
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‘sometimes’ and ‘always’, have a higher-level concentration of high performers, 
as measured by PISA mathematics and reading scores. There is a higher 
proportion of students from high socioeconomic backgrounds (quartile four) 
in ‘sometimes’ selective schools 31.2 compared to ‘always’ selective schools, 
22.2%, which is attributed to school sector influences. Socioeconomically 
advantaged students in our sample are more likely to attend independent schools 
(please refer to Appendix D), which are not selective (shown in Table 2). 
Meanwhile, government schools feature more frequently in the ‘always’ cate
gory, but only 16.8% of their students are from quartile 4. Hence, the overall 
proportion of high socioeconomic students in ‘always’ selective schools is 
somewhat lower than expected. Moreover, as academic selectivity increases, 
so too does the proportion of students from non-English backgrounds [Language 
Background Other Than English (LBOTE)]. Table 3 outlines the school profiles 
by school academic selectivity status. Note that the estimates in Tables 3 and 4 
used 80 replicate weights (Balanced Repeated Replication with Fay’s adjust
ment), thus accounting for complex survey designs in the estimation of sam
pling variances. It also allows for analyses with multiply imputed variables 
(plausible values), where the average estimator across plausible values is 
reported and the imputation error is added to the variance estimator.

The descriptive analysis in Table 4 suggests there is little difference in the 
education, employment and life satisfaction outcomes of students by their 
school selectivity status. The greatest difference was observed between partici
pants who attended schools non-academically selective schools versus ‘always’ 
selective schools when measuring their outcomes on full engagement in educa
tion and work at age of 19 years, with 77.6% compared to 81%, respectively. 
Although, this estimate was not statistically significant when weights were used 
in the analysis.

When Nearest-neighbour matching was applied to the data, only two sig
nificant outcomes of attending an academically selective school were identified, 
related to general life satisfaction and likelihood of being employed part- or full- 
time at age 25.

Table 2. Student distribution by sector and school selective status (LSAY09, wave 1)

School academic selectivity status

Never Sometimes Always Total
School sector No. % No. % No. % No. %

Government 4,081 28.6 3,074 21.6 1,560 11.0 8,715 61.2
Independent 1,464 3.9 1137 9.3 497 3.9 3,098 17.1
Catholic 559 10.3 1,329 8.0 550 3.5 2438 21.7
Total 6,104 42.8 5,540 38.9 2,607 18.3 14,251 100
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The three models included a range of student characteristics such as age, 
gender, cultural, socioeconomic and geographical location. Model 1 includes 
these characteristics. Model 2 included these variables, with the addition of the 
PISA reading score, and Model 3 adding the PISA mathematics score.

The results from Model 1 indicate that attending a school that ‘always’ 
applies academic selection when enrolling students increases General Life 
Satisfaction by 0.19 points. Separately, the results from Model 3 indicate that 
attending a school that ‘sometimes’ applies academic selection reduces the part 
or full-time employment rate of students by -3.5% points. This may be because 
students who attend selective schools may still be studying at age 25, which 
would mean that they are less likely to be employed. Results are in Table 5, 
which used unweighted data.

As a validation, the analysis was also undertaken using regression models, 
where the same control variables were used as in the treatment effect analysis. 
These models use regression functions appropriate to the data – logit, ordinary 
least squares, or Poisson, and also used weighted and unweighted models. The 

Table 4. Student outcomes, descriptive statistics (weighted)

School academic selectivity status
Never Sometimes Always

Age 19
Completed Year 12%) 89.8 (0.9) 90.9 (0.9) 88.6 (1.8)
Fully engaged in education or work (%) 77.6 (1.2) 79.8 (1.4) 81 (1.8)
Age 25
Employed (part time or full time) (%) 91.8 (1.4) 87.6 (2.3) 90.7 (1.9)
Fully engaged in education or work (%) 78.8 (2) 77.6 (2.3) 81.4 (3)
Years of education 15.6 (0.1)* 16.2 (0.1)* 16.1 (0.2)
General Life Satisfaction 7.7 (0.1) 7.6 (0.1) 7.9 (0.1)

*Estimate significantly different at the 95% confidence level. 

Table 3. Student profile by school selection status (LSAY09, wave 1), weighted

School academic selectivity status 
(%)

Profile Measure Never Sometimes Always

High academic performance** Reading 8.9 11.8 13.4
Math 13.1* 18.6* 18.6*

Socioeconomic status Highest quartile 21.5 31.2 22.2
Cultural background LBOTE 6.6* 10.6 14.6*

*Significant at the 95% confidence level 
**Proficiency Level 5/6. 
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marginal effects from these regression models are presented in Appendix E. 
These additional results are broadly in line with those presented in Table 5.

8. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This research compared the long-term education, employment and life satisfac
tion outcomes of a cohort of young people who attended secondary schools of 
varying academic selectivity in Australia. After applying matching techniques, 
there were two significant results from the treatment effects analysis. The first 
was that the probability of being employed (either full or part-time) reduced for 
students who attended ‘sometimes’ academically selective schools. Second, for 
students that attended a school that ‘always’ considered academic performance, 
there was 0.19 point increase in General Life Satisfaction. These very modest 
findings indicate that attending an academically selective school does not appear 
to pay off in large benefits for individuals.

Our research only tracks graduates of academically selective schools until 
the age of 25, but based on some research in UK grammar schools, employment 
and life benefits may emerge after 25 and into adulthood. For example, 
Sullivan’s et al. (2018) study of over 10,000 individuals from the British 
Cohort Study reported that grammar school students were more likely to work 
in a job with higher occupational status, obtain higher level educational quali
fications, earn higher incomes and own a home at age 42, compared to govern
ment comprehensive school students. On the other hand, Birkelund et al. (2021) 
found no relationship between earnings and grammar school attendance. No 
matching techniques were applied in either study, which we and others Houng 
and Ryan (2018) argue to be important when analysing data on cohorts of 
students who attend academically selective schools.

Although, when we look at studies that utilise matching techniques, the 
findings of international research are somewhat inconsistent. Jones et al. (2018) 
analysed data from the NCDS (N = 9,000) and utilised entropy balancing tech
niques and parametric regression analysis. Jones et al. (2018) concluded that 
when correcting for pre-treatment differences in pupil characteristics, the aver
age effect of type of school is not a significant predictor of long-term outcomes, 
with the exception of some labour outcomes (with grammar school attendance 
associated with a 9% increase in hourly wages compared to government com
prehensive schools, and a 10% likelihood increase of being employed at age 
50). They also further stated that in the short-term, pupils who attended gram
mar and secondary modern schools displayed a more positive attitude towards 
school than comprehensive pupils. This effect may translate into higher wages 
and better employment prospects later over individuals’ lifetimes. Without 
accurate measures for school selectivity and large-scale student-level data, an 
examination of selective schools cannot take place in Australia that reflects this 
important research conducted in the UK.
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We argue that research that critically compares the long-term outcomes of 
students attending fully and partially selective schools to non-selective school 
students is long-overdue. One study that compares the end of year examination 
outcomes of selective school students has been undertaken in Victoria, for three 
of the four fully selective schools in the state (Houng and Ryan, 2018). No such 
study of partially selective schools in New South Wales or Victoria is available 
in the public domain.

We also highlight the broader issue related to the lack of transparency around 
school’s selective enrolment processes. Beyond fully and partially selective schools 
that use entrance exams, there is no public information about the types of selective 
methods schools are using to enrol their students. In our sample, 38.9% of students 
attended a school that ‘sometimes’ considered academic performance during enrol
ment, but what form of academic performance is being considered (standardised 
tests, school assessments, written essays), and how many students are selected in this 
way is unclear. Australian schools, especially publicly funded government schools, 
are intended to be inclusive and provide opportunity to all (Education Council,  
2019). We argue that if schools are enacting selective processes, they should be 
upfront about how they are doing so. This is important information for policy makers 
and researchers because selectivity can contribute to school stratification and resi
dualisation in non-selective schools, as evidenced in both Australia (Bonnor and 
Shepherd, 2016; Ho, 2018) and the UK (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018).

Future research on school selectivity is both important and timely in Australia 
since the states and territories are currently in the process of updating their school 
agreements with the federal government (Australian Government, 2023). An expert 
panel has been tasked with reviewing schools to guide the new agreement. Recently, 
the expert panel commissioned a report to explore international approaches to reduce 
segregation and reducing academic selectivity was highlighted as one approach that 
could be applied in the Australian context (Nous, 2023). Prior to this, New South 
Wales, reviewed entrance examination processes (NSW Government, 2020) and 
quotas for disadvantaged students were implemented (NSW Government, 2022), but 
no changes have been proposed in other Australian states, such as Victoria.

We argue that academically selective schools in the government sector 
contradict the principles of inclusive and equitable education which underpin 
Australia’s school system (Education Council, 2019). Rather than tweak some 
aspects of the enrolment processes, we see greater value in conducting 
a thorough and critical examination of fully and partially selective schools, 
and scaling back selectivity if the supposed benefits are not found.

9. NOTE

1. Includes persons who are engaged in either full-time work or study or who combine 
any hours of work with any hours of study.
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A.

APPENDIX B.

Sample sizes and response rates, LSAY09.

Wave 1/ 2/ 3/ 4/ 5/ 6/ 7/ 8/ 9/ 10/ 11/

Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Age 15.7 16.7 17.7 18.7 19.7 20.7 21.7 22.7 23.7 24.7 25.7
Sample size 14,251 8,759 7,626 6,541 5,787 5,082 4,529 4,037 3,518 3,234 2,933
of wave 1 100 61.5 53.5 45.9 40.6 35.7 31.8 28.3 24.7 22.7 20.6
of wave 2 100 87.1 74.7 66.1 58.0 51.7 46.1 40.2 36.9 33.5

Student sample numbers by school academic admission status.

School academic selectivity status

Age Never Sometimes Always Total

Age 15 (wave 1) 6,104 5,540 2,607 14,251
Age 19 (wave 5) 2,401 2,282 1,104 5,787
Age 25 (wave 11) 1,168 1,214 551 2,933
Age 15 (wave 1) 42.8% 38.9% 18.3% 100%
Age 19 (wave 5) 41.5% 39.4% 19.1% 100%
Age 25 (wave 11) 39.8% 41.4% 18.8% 100%

Source: LSAY09 wave 1 (unweighted) 
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APPENDIX C.

APPENDIX D.

Sample of the LSAY ite We used responses to Q19b. 

Distribution of students across school sectors by socioeconomic quartile.

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total

School sector No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

Government 2876 33.0 2405.3 27.6 1969.6 22.6 1464.1 16.8 8,715 100
Independent 297.4 9.6 495.7 16.0 808.6 26.1 1496.3 48.3 3,098 100
Catholic 397.4 16.3 638.8 26.2 704.6 28.9 697.3 28.6 2438 100
Total 3570.8 24.9 3539.8 25.2 3482.8 24.7 3657.7 25.3 14,251 100
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