
Playing the game of selectivity: The normalisation of 
merit and invisibilisation of advantage in students’ 
admission into competitive schools

This is the Published version of the following publication

Tham, Melissa and Walsh, Lucas (2024) Playing the game of selectivity: The 
normalisation of merit and invisibilisation of advantage in students’ admission 
into competitive schools. Power and Education. ISSN 1757-7438  

The publisher’s official version can be found at 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/17577438241297236
Note that access to this version may require subscription.

Downloaded from VU Research Repository  https://vuir.vu.edu.au/48942/ 



Original Research Article

Power and Education
2024, Vol. 0(0) 1–15
© The Author(s) 2024
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/17577438241297236
journals.sagepub.com/home/pae

Playing the game of selectivity: The
normalisation of merit and
invisibilisation of advantage in
students’ admission into competitive
schools

Melissa Tham

Mitchell Institute, Victoria University, Melbourne, VIC, Australia

Lucas Walsh
Centre for Youth Policy & Education Practice, Faculty of Education, Monash University, Melbourne, VIC, Australia

Abstract
Students’ beliefs in schooling to achieve opportunity have been well documented in the school choice
literature. How students make sense of successful entry into competitive and high-demand schools via
high-stakes entrance exams is less researched. High-demand schools, including both public and private
schools, can utilise entrance exams to enrol their students. This paper aims to contribute empirical
and conceptual insights into school selectivity by tracing the experiences of students as they navigate
exams into selective and high-fee private schools, to broaden understandings of how competitive
school admissions processes can impact students. Interviews reveal that many students are motivated
to achieve occupational opportunities through admission into competitive schools. Influenced by their
families, all participants undergo private tutoring and exam coaching to prepare for entrance exams,
from a fewmonths to 8 years. Long-term tutoring, repetitive test-taking and applying for multiple high-
demand schools both simultaneously and consecutively constitute ‘playing the game of selectivity’, an
experience from which students develop conceptions of merit that normalises these processes. Such
conceptions of merit include individualistic strategies that render invisible their own sense of
economic advantage relative to others.
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Introduction

In this paper, we explore the strategies and discourses underpinning students’ efforts to gain
admission into selective schools. School selectivity is defined as school and system-devised
processes which place additional demands upon students and families through rigorous compe-
tition with other school applicants for a place within a school or academic class, often underpinned
by the notion of better outcomes than regular public schools (Tham, 2021).

Drawing on in-depth interviews with a small group of students who experienced entry exams into
selective entry public schools, referred to as ‘selective schools’ and high-fee private schools, this
paper analyses how these students make sense of their successful admission. Where previous
scholars have focused on students’ and parents’ sense-making in relation to selective schools (Ho,
2020; Watkins, 2015), we extend the scope to include high-fee private schools because both school
types utilise high-stakes entrance exams to enrol their students. We draw on Windle’s (2015) term
‘high-demand schools’, to collectively describe these school types because they have a high number
of applicants relative to lower-performing schools.

Increasingly marketised school systems underpinned by discourses of ‘choice’ intersects across
school sectors (Windle, 2015) and researchers have analysed the ways that competitive school
enrolment processes can influence students. For example, research of public (Phillipo, 2019) and
elite private schools (Khan and Jerolmack, 2013) have shown that competitive admissions processes
can have profound effects upon students’ sense of self, their outlooks and understandings of
competitive schooling. Saliently, how discourses of school choice, opportunity and competitive
entry processes of schooling shape young people are not often theorised.

Drawing on Foucaultian conceptualisations of power and discourse (1970, 2001), as well as
Browns’ (2003) notions of ‘opportunity bargains’, we explore the experiences of students as they
play the ‘game of selectivity’, that is, prepare for and navigate academic entrance exams to secure a
place within high-demand schools. We argue that a game of selectivity is played across sectors,
whereby students’ techniques and approaches to entrance exam preparation are similar for both
school types.

Foucault’s relational framework of power (1994) guides us to think about competitive entry and
admission entry requirements as “regulated freedoms” that are encouraged, mandated and promoted
in a “regime of truth” (Foucault, 1994) related to discourses of school choice. In the context of what
is perceived to be a more competitive and uncertain skilled labour market, young people are
encouraged to invest in the attainment of higher levels of education to obtain desirable work
(Cuervo et al., 2013; Thomson, 2013). The idea that higher education leads to better employment
outcomes - what Brown (2013) refers to as the “opportunity bargain” - drives some parents to seek
enrolment of their children into high-performing and high-status secondary schools, such as se-
lective schools (Campbell et al., 2009; Windle, 2015). A relational type of power comes into play -
in order to attain educational opportunities through competitive schools, students and families
become actively engaged in the intensive competition against others for a place within selective
schools underpinned by discourses of school choice.

Writing about competitive schools in the United States for example, Finn et al. (2009) state that:
“the [school] choice movement rests in significant part on the family’s right to choose the best
education for its children and… on the school’s right to make certain academic demands on children
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and families” (p. 3, original emphasis), but what impact are these demands having on young people
amid the increasing pressures to succeed? Brown (2003) observes that the competition for a
livelihood implicates individuals and families into utilising certain strategies within “games of
opportunity” because “if one does not play the game, there is little chance of winning” (p. 142).
Underpinned by a framing of power as a relational force, we extend and apply Brown’s idea of
opportunity “bargains” to the domain of competitive school enrolment. How students navigate entry
into these schools and the strategies or manoeuvres they employ such as private supplementary
tutoring and exam coaching constitute “games of selectivity”, with enrolment into selective entry
schools as the end-game.

Context: The development of selective schools in Victoria

This paper draws from empirical research conducted in the Australian state of Victoria. There are
three sectors of schooling in Australia: public, private Catholic and private non-Catholic schools
(Australian Government, 2020).

Inequality is structurally reinforced through the way schools are funded. While resourcing to
schools increased by over A$2 billion in the decade leading up to 2019, once wage growth is taken
into account, private schools received over 80% of this extra funding despite educating less than
20% of Australia’s most disadvantaged students (Goss, 2019). Disparities are hard baked into
Australia schooling through the historical segregation of schools (Greenwell and Bonnor, 2022).
Private schools generally outperform non-selective public schools in Australian Tertiary Admission
Rank (ATAR) scores. Universities use the ATAR, a student’s position relative to all students in their
age group, along with other criteria, such as a personal statement, portfolio of work, audition,
interview or test, to determine enrolment.

Entrance exams are one approach adopted by high-demand schools to determine student en-
rolment (Windle, 2015). Selective schools in the state of Victoria ‘provide for academically high-
achieving students in years 9 to 12’ (Department of Education and Training, 2021b). Entrance
exams typically comprise several aptitude components, with multiple choice items testing students’
numerical and verbal reasoning abilities, as well as written essays or creative writing components.
While there are domain specific public schools that are also selective, such as those dedicated to
science and arts, only four of over 1500 public schools in Victoria feature this particular type of
high-stakes academic admission. Most selective schools produce the highest final year secondary
school outcomes, and almost all students go on to university (Ho, 2018). The centralised selection
process is administered by the Victorian Department of Education and Training. About
4000 students apply each year for 1,000 places (Department of Education and Training, 2021a).

Tracing the development of selective schooling back to the creation of schools in the late
nineteenth century, schools offered a free education for all, seeking to establish a common civic
culture funded by the state (Austin, 1964). Most importantly, they were intended to constitute the
quality, character and virtues of the democratic nation-state. Central to the vision of schooling was
merit, whereby educational opportunity is afforded to all and the distribution of educational rewards
and success is based on individuals’ demonstrated talent, achievement and effort. Young (1958)
expressed this idea in his satirical account of a dystopian society through the formula –merit equals
intelligence plus effort.

Merit, meritocracy and the provision of opportunity are central to the present discourses of
selective schooling in Victoria. The goal of selective schools is to provide for academically high-
achieving students in years 9 to 12 (Victoria Government, 2024). In accordance with this goal, the
entrance exam comprises aptitude style questions which are intended to test students’ ‘natural’
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abilities. Selective schools reflect a relatively small but significant change in the orientation of
public schooling, which echoes tensions arising in its formation during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

Notably, Bentham’s utilitarian philosophy was arguably seeded in ‘utilitarian standards’ in
Australian governance underpinning the formation of public education during the mid-1800s
(Collins, 1985: p. 151). Bentham’s theory of utility favours private interest above all else, but this
utilitarian view was at odds with certain aspirations of public education. The gestation of public
education was characterised by tensions between the aspirations of the State, Catholic and Church of
England; however, as Austin (1964) suggests, with the establishment of public education at the end
of the nineteenth century,

The State had triumphed. Now it had to justify its victory. It had to get children into the school-room,
educate them without direct expense to their parents, prove that secular education would promote social
harmony, raise industrial efficiency, increase political competence and foster national cohesion. The
vanquished sought consolation in marking down each unfulfilled promise (p. 226).

The first decade of the twentieth century was a period of major development in public education
across Australia. Victoria’s first and long serving Director of Education (Selleck, 1982), Frank Tate
fostered an expansion of secondary schooling that was in part meritocratic. Opening Victoria’s first
state high school (and future selective entry school) in 1905, Tate said: ‘Brains, not money, [could]
be the passport to the higher realms of knowledge’ (Dean, 2011: p. 113). Echoing Tate, Victorian
Selective Entry (public) High Schools are promoted as providing “a specialist environment that
enables highly able students to more fully achieve extended intellectual and social growth” (Victoria
Government, 2024).

Selective schools comprise students whose families are predominantly born from overseas and
socioeconomically advantaged (Ho, 2018). Hence, we argue that the provision of opportunity
through selective schools remains an ‘unfulfilled promise’ (Austin, 1964) that reinforce power
imbalances along social lines, thereby reinforcing structural inequality that is antithetical to the
democratic project of public education as described earlier in the paper.

Another question arises not in who competes for entry into selective and high-fee private schools,
but how students navigate entrance exams for admission into high-demand schools and, impor-
tantly, what are the implications and effects of students’ efforts to gain access to this platform. Our
research, which focused on in-depth interviews with a small sample of selective entry students,
found multiple discourses of ‘opportunity’ and merit that converge and intersect with their sense of
purpose around school choice and competitive schooling. We argue that within the contemporary
education system, students and families employ certain strategies to navigate entry, in what we call
‘playing the game of selectivity’, which is predicated on a belief in meritocracy as it applies to the
system of selection, as well as other conceptions of merit which we describe below.

Students’ conceptions of merit and meritocracy in competitive
schooling

In recent decades, government valorisation of school choice (Windle, 2009) and the increase in
school competition for high-performing students have contributed to high selectivity and inequality
in Australian schools (OECD, 2013). The school choice literature has explored the various drivers
that underpin students’ and families’ motivations to enrol into selective schools (Campbell et al.,
2009; Stacey, 2015). Competition for entry into public and private sectors varies depending on a
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range of factors, with parents reporting that school academic outcomes, prestige and status are key
motivators (Windle, 2015).

Similar to selective grammar schools in the United Kingdom (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018), most
Australian selective school students’ families migrated from overseas (Ho, 2018). Research
highlights that engagement with higher education as a means for securing employment, or achieving
the ‘opportunity bargain’ (Brown, 2013), is especially important for ethnic migrant parents and their
children, who see selective education as important to achieving upward social mobility (Watkins,
2017). Research indicates that high aspiration for future success, coupled with anxiety about job
security and racial discrimination in the workforce, can also underpin the decisions of highly
educated parents to enrol their children into selective, rather than non-selective schools (Ho, 2020).

Students’ beliefs in schooling as a means to achieve opportunity more generally has been well
documented in the literature of competitive schooling (Phillippo et al., 2020), elite schooling
(Kenway and Lazarus, 2017) and academic scholarships (Charles et al., 2020). How students make
sense of successful entry into selective schools is less researched, but the extant literature highlights
that students often espouse beliefs in meritocracy, whereby hard-working and intelligent students
are selected into competitive institutions (Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014). Students navigating com-
petitive schools such as selective, specialist and charter schools in Chicago, for example, reported a
‘near-universal embrace of merit’ (Phillippo et al., 2020: p. 1). Students at elite American boarding
schools similarly believe that academic merit, rather than their familial incomes, determines their
place within prestigious schools (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009). Other studies find that elite school
students attribute their place to educational merit, comprising individual intelligence coupled with
hard work or effort, coupled with a disavowal of familial privilege (Kenway and Lazarus, 2017).
These studies and those of populations more generally (Duru-Bellat and Tenret, 2012) demonstrate a
pervasive belief in merit as the underlying principle that determines individuals’ admission into
prestigious institutions. We contribute and extend this literature by exploring students’ conceptions
of merit in the context of competitive entrance examinations for selective, as well as private schools.

Beyond elite private and selective schools, students’ conceptions of individual merit can be more
nuanced and at times, inconsistent (Calarco, 2014; Hoxby and Avery, 2013). For instance, Charles
et al. (2020) find that students draw on various constructions of merit as ‘morality’ and ‘worthiness’
to explain and justify why they are awarded prestigious university scholarships over unsuccessful
others. Furthermore, research of students who attend Oxford University reveals, paradoxically, that
students attribute the underrepresentation of Black students within the university to structural, social
and economic disadvantage, but perceive their own success as an outcome of merit, intelligence and
hard work (Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014).

Working from the position that meritocracy as enacted by selective schools remains an ‘un-
fulfilled promise’ (Austin, 1964), this paper aims to contribute empirical and conceptual insights to
this literature by exploring the strategies students develop to navigate selective entry schools and
how students are impacted by competitive admission processes. Few studies share this goal.
Phillippo (2019) explored the experiences of 36 students as they competed for a place within
Chicago’s public school system. While participants from well-educated families were more suc-
cessful in entering high-demand public schools, it was argued that the outcomes for both groups
were similar, including a sense of disempowerment, harsh self-criticism, portrayal of inaccurate
racial identities and a decrease in civic concern for others. While we did not interview students who
were ‘unsuccessful’, we explored the data for these themes.
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Methodology

The sample of participants for the study comprised five students in total, four female and one male.
The average age is 19.9 years. While all participants were born in Australia, the parents of all
students had migrated to Australia either as teenagers or young adults. They all lived in the suburbs
of a major metropolitan Australian city. Their parents ranged from professionals (accountants,
nurses and teachers) and ‘factory workers’. Two of the five participants were from single-parent
households.

The participants are selected from a broader pool of selective school students who were in-
terviewed as part of a study into selective schools. The five students in this research were those who
undertook more than one entrance exam and applied for both selective and private schools. Re-
cruitment involved a combination of convenience sampling, posts to university social media
websites and posters placed around universities, technical schools, community libraries and no-
ticeboards. Snowballing (Sadler et al., 2010), or drawing on the social networks of participants to
recruit subsequent participants, was also used Table 1.

The participants were interviewed in person utilising an in-depth, semi-structured approach
(Kvale, 1996), with interviews lasting between one to 2 hours. The authors were mindful that
subjects might deploy possible strategies of presentation of the self in the interview settings for a
university research project that may shape what is shared in the interview. Interview questions were
deliberately semi-structured to enable free-form discussion, with provocations that sought to
mitigate this possibility.

The interviews took place several years after participants’ admission into selective schools.
Empirically, we observed that meritocracy studies that we have cited in the literature review
typically interviewed students after selection, asking them about what they think contributed to their
success. Methodologically, our research follows the same approach with a deliberate sample of ex-
selective school students. Despite the time lag between engaging in school selection processes and
the interviews, researchers highlight that significant life events such as employment and education
are remembered well (Dex, 1995). It is reasoned that entry into competitive schools may constitute
such a significant life event and hence helps to bolster the reliability of the data.

Interviews were audio recorded and fully transcribed for thematic analysis (Castleberry and
Nolen, 2018) using NVivo (QSR) software. Following Byrne (2021), initial codes were generated
from the data, which were grouped into sub-themes relating to students’ decisions to apply for
selective schools, their exam preparation strategies and their reasoning for successful admission.

Table 1. Participants and their selective secondary schooling.

Name Age
Parents
occupations Ethnic background

Years
tutoring

Selective
entrance exams

Secondary schools
attended

Margot 19 Professionals Chinese/Malaysian 1 3 3
Ellie 19 Professional/

deceased
Anglo-Australian/
Korean

2.5 1 2

Laura 20 Professionals Chinese 1 5 3
Janet 20 Teacher/factory

worker
Chinese-East
Timorese

8 1 2

Drew 20 Factory worker/
deceased

Vietnamese 6 4 2
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Broad themes were constructed by drawing together the sub-themes that addressed the research
questions.

Central to this study is the notion of discourse, relational forms of power (Foucault, 1970, 1980,
2001) and regimes of truth (Foucault, 1991; Foucault and Rabinow, 2001). Discourses constitute
dominant ideas, values, norms, assumptions and rationalities which are infrequently questioned or
interrogated, forming notions of ‘common sense’ knowledge that appear as ‘natural’ (Archer and
Francis, 2006). Moreover, ‘truth’ to Foucault (1980) was approached as a historical question to be
analysed in terms of its practices and effects (Singer and Weir, 2008), rather than being objective or
obsolete truths about the world. Foucault (2001) saw truth as a ‘thing of this world… its “general
politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true’ (p. 54).
Rather than power emanating from a particular source, a Foucaultian approach seeks to analyse
power through a series of ‘truths’ that individuals tell themselves and others (Kelly, 2016), critically
examining instances whereby individuals’ constructions of truth overlap with discourses or re-
inforce power relations.

The methodology used is premised on an ‘understanding of truths as shifting, of subjectivities as
dynamic, fluid, and discursively constituted’ (Chadderton, 2011: pp. 10–11). Fitting with the extant
literature (Charles et al., 2020; Kenway and Lazarus, 2017) and the purpose of this paper, to analyse
how these students make sense of their successful admission into competitive schools, we chose to
capture these ‘truths’ in retrospect. Students were encouraged to explore their circumstances,
feelings and reflect upon these throughout interviews, with the researchers playing a minimal role.
Importantly, in drawing on this conceptual framework to analyse the data, one must bear in mind
that despite perhaps some inconsistencies, contradictions or fragmentations in students’ reasoning,
these ‘are not a sham. Indeed, they should be read in ways that allow space for the irony and
ambiguity that they provoke’ (Kelly, 2016: p. 41).

But interviews involve a form of interaction between the interviewer and participant, designed to
explore participants’ experiences, ideas, attitudes and perceptions about a particular topic
(Longhurst, 2003). Following Chadderton (2011), the authors present the interview data with the
caveat that we as researchers might be ‘unreliable narrators’ enmeshed in relations of power
between students and adults and between students themselves (Robinson and Taylor, 2013). We also
acknowledge the risk of treating ‘student voice’ in a singular, homogenous way and that researchers
can shape how ‘raw’ voices are represented in research texts (Mayes, 2020; Mazzei and Jackson,
2012). This study draws upon participants’ ‘fragments’ of ‘their experiences and hopes’ (Authors
names’ deleted for review).

Findings and discussion

Achieving opportunity through selective schooling involves intensive preparation

The data highlight students’ belief in the opportunity bargain, whereby ‘better’ educational op-
portunities and life outcomes eventuate from attending competitive and selective schools, compared
to non-selective schools. Interviewees from migrant backgrounds describe attending private tu-
toring and engaging in selectivity as a means for getting ahead of others and achieving educational
and occupational opportunities that were limited to their parents. For example, Janet’s parents were
born in East Timor and are of Chinese cultural heritage. Theymigrated to Australia as refugees in the
1970s following the Indonesian invasion. In East Timor, school ‘only goes up to Year Nine’, but
having migrated while young, her mother was ‘lucky enough’ to finish secondary school, attend
university and become a teacher. Her father did not attend university and works in a ‘factory’.
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In line with previous research of selective schools (Abbas, 2007; Shah et al., 2010), Janet’s
parents, like all participants in the research, encouraged her to develop an overall value for ed-
ucation. Janet drew on discourses of opportunity to explain why getting into a ‘good school’ was
important to her parents. Similar to the reasoning of the participants in Basit’s (2012) research, Janet
felt the need to ‘make the most of’ educational ‘opportunities’ which she perceived to be inac-
cessible to her parents due to the educational opportunity structures in East Timor, poverty, lack of
schooling infrastructure and events which interrupted their schooling.

Almost all participants reported that their parents explicitly communicated to them their ex-
pectations to get high-status occupations, such as becoming a doctor, lawyer, engineer or ac-
countant. Accordingly, most participants aspired to these positions and being selected into a
selective school signified to parents and themselves that they were on a trajectory towards reaching
success through the opportunity bargain of selective schooling.

Echoing previous research (Ireson and Rushforth, 2011; Stacey, 2015), all participants undertook
general tutoring during primary school, from 3 months up to 8 years by the time they reached
secondary school. The findings deviate from previous research as three interviewees indicated that
private tutoring and tutors suggested selective schooling. For example, Ellie began general tutoring
in primary school. When Ellie questioned whether to attend exam coaching as during the transition
to secondary school, the teacher replied: ‘there is no point doing [general] tutoring if you don’t apply
for selective schools’. Similarly, Janet described her transition into selective exam coaching as
something which occurred when commencing high school: ‘I went into high school and there was
selective school tutoring, so we did that, [but] without that kind of [general] tutoring I probably
wouldn’t have thought to go to a selective school’. Other students, such as Drew, merely recalled
general tutoring ‘rolling over into exam coaching’ as he entered secondary school. While the sample
is small, it appears that not applying for a selective school after attending tutoring was regarded as
out of place within the regime of truth that saw selective schooling as a natural continuation in the
broader trajectory of ‘getting ahead of others’. Hence, selective schools are positioned as ‘gateways’
to achieving this opportunity by participants such as Ellie:

I feel like that’s what everybody goes to selective schools for. For a better education, for a better chance.
Maybe public schools can’t give it to them (Ellie, 19).

Here, the operation of relational power can be observed as Ellie refers to non-selective schools as
‘public’ schools. Ironically, selective schools are public schools, but Ellie perceives these schools to
offer ‘everybody’ a ‘better’ education and a ‘better chance’ because they are selective. Notionally,
selectivity equates to an increased likelihood for future success as defined against its ‘other’, the
non-selective public school.

Relatedly, the framing of opportunity in this way evoked the sense that opportunities will be
‘missed’ if students do not apply. Sara’s experience highlights the anxiety induced by mass ex-
amination and selective schooling. Sara attended a high-performing public school and many of her
classmates planned to sit the entrance exam. She explains:

At [high- performing government school] everyone was trying [to get into selective schools] and I
wanted to try as well - I didn’t want to miss out! I thought ’what am I missing out on there? It must be
some sort of secret that if I get into a select entry it means better life prospects or I’ll get a better ATAR so
there was that anxiety that I wasn’t doing what other people were doing. So, I sat for the test. People get
peer pressured into other things and I get peer pressured into sitting a selective exam! (Sara, 20).
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The data show that some families’ narratives of migration can instil in students a sense of valuing
education and high achievement. Tutoring is taken up to improve the chances of overall academic
success and as students’ progress towards secondary school, the opportunity bargain becomes
amplified by other students, parents and evidently tutors, which instils in students that they are
unquestionably better positioned to reap the rewards of ‘better life prospects’ if they apply for
selective schools; the corollary is a fear of missing out on such opportunities and the two ideas
compel some students towards selective schools.

Navigating school entry processes: Alternate conceptions of ‘meritocratic systems’ and
individual ‘merit’

Interviews revealed that students not only applied for selective but also high-fee private schools via
scholarship exams, with students familiarising themselves with test conditions in preparation for
multiple entrance exams over time. For example, Margot undertook tutoring and sat three entrance
exams for selective as well as high-fee private schools during the transition from primary to
secondary school. Margot had been high-achieving throughout primary school and after undergoing
some tutoring, was accepted into an all-girls private school. Her mother was unsatisfied with the
amount of school tuition covered in the scholarship. After failing to negotiate a better offer with the
private school, Margot attended a selective school for 1 year, before undergoing more intensive
exam coaching and re-sitting a school scholarship exam for a private co-educational school, for
which she was successfully selected. Margot believed that tutoring ‘paid off’, that it ‘works’ and had
‘proven results’ in securing a place within a selective school. When comparing the selective and
scholarship exams, she reflected:

I went to tutoring for a year, not because I needed it but just to practice for the test. Mymumwanted me to
go and I was fine with it. In terms of the tests, the select-entry [school exam] is harder. They are similar in
what they test - both you can do with tuition and get in if you are already academic. It’s pretty easy with
coaching (Margot, 19)

While other students perceived the selective school exam as more challenging than those for
scholarships, most students saw selective and private scholarship exams as inherently similar,
allowing them to apply the same techniques rehearsed and practised during coaching sessions to
both types of entrance exams. For example, Janet recalls the following intensive exam coaching for
the essay component of the entrance exam, which she attributes to her success:

Every week we would write an essay and it’d be persuasive topics like ‘should something be banned?’
We had this special English tutor guy and he would train us to write two essays in half an hour like on the
selective entry test. He would really drill us to be able to write essays in that short amount of time. So that
was what I was able to do by year 8.

While private tutoring was undertaken by all participants to improve academic performance in
general, this intensive exam coaching was undertaken specifically to prepare students for the
selective school entrance exams. Although selective schools do not promote exam coaching, these
data indicate that they perceive this preparation as attributable to their success. Further, the effect of
repeating exam coaching and examination for multiple different schools appeared to normalise and
desensitise students to the exam environment, as in the case of Drew:
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I low-key didn’t want to [sit the selective entrance exam], but I did six years of general tutoring with
grandpa, then dad teaching. From Grade Six into Year Seven I tried to get into [four Private Schools] and
messed up… I ended up getting into the academic class for [a High Performing Public School] - it’s not
the most esteemed school, but better than my local high school. After all this, I’d walk into every exam
incredibly confident. It made me more robotic. After a while, you develop a mentality where the score is
everything (Drew, 20).

Drew became ‘comfortable’ and ‘confident’ undertaking high-pressure exams, which, under-
pinned by inter-generational family pressures, helped him to succeed. Selective school entrance
exams are intended to utilise objective measures of intellect and effort, yet these data indicate that
applicants can have unequal experiences of exam experience and preparation. Playing the game of
selectivity by repetitive test-taking and undergoing several entrance exams to get into high-demand
schools undermines the notion that selective schools provide opportunity ‘to all’, as it confers
advantages that are disconnected to talent, or in Drew’s case, to a desire to even attend the selective
school.

Common amongst the interviews was the perception that students who were ‘naturally bright’, or
‘talented’ were the exception to the norm, since ‘most’ who were successfully selected utilised
private tutoring and coaching to get in. Margot sees herself as belonging to the former category and
unpacks her own experiences with entry into selective schools:

A lot of it (successful admission) is exam technique. I only did tutoring for three months, so for me it was
natural ability, but for a lot of people, there is a lot of tutoring involved from a young age. I think the thing
with the select-entry system is that they make it seem like it is open to all, but most people who get in are
Asian because Asian families have that strong focus on tutoring and education (Margot, 19)

Further, Laura’s observation of the relationship between culture and individualised strategies
reflects the game of selectivity:

The White students were the ones who didn’t do tuition. Not that [White students] didn’t need tutoring,
but the parents probably felt that there was no need, whereas Asian students were more into tutoring. It’s
about parental upbringing -White people embraced thriving naturally. In Asian parenting, you send your
child to tutoring because it has proven results. There were probably some Asians who got in without
tutoring, but I didn’t know any - it’s a mix when you think about who gets in (Laura, 21).

Similar to research of elite schools and universities (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Khan, 2011;
Koh and Kenway, 2012; Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014), some students attributed the selection of some
peers to individual merit without tutoring, but these students were regarded as the exception to the
rule. Moreover, there is a pragmatic dimension to the ways that students develop strategies (e.g.
through repeat testing). This vision of merit goes beyond ‘academic talent’ to a utilitarian ethos
favouring individuals with the resources (and persistence) to play the game of selectivity and apply
for competitive and high-demand schools, such as selective schools.

Consistent with a Benthamite view, the general sense from participants is that most students draw
on their private resources to compete for access to public selective entry schools. This approach
appeared to be accepted and engrained. Students did not problematise or interrogate this notion,
rather, they saw meritocracy as enacted by the selective school system, as contradictory by ap-
pearing to be ‘open to all’ when indeed it is predominantly closed to all except those who have the
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economic resources, certain cultural characteristics and dispositions, that is, being from an ‘Asian’
family, and a mentality of persistence.

Scholars have problematised the enactment of meritocracy through schooling (Collini, 2021),
highlighting that a genuine enactment of meritocracy remains an ‘unfulfilled promise’ that is indeed
‘unfulfillable’ as social and family background factors often influence the pupil composition of
schools (Mijs, 2016). Markovits argues that:

Like aristocracy once did, meritocracy […] organises the lives of people caught inside it… Establish
[ing] a durable, self-sustaining hierarchy. Merit itself is not a genuine excellence, but rather, a pretense,
constructed to rationalise an unjust distribution of advantage (pp. 10-11).

Others have argued that the discourse of merit could ‘magnify’ social inequalities (Steele, 2017)
by reducing structural challenges to the efforts and intellect of individuals, upon whom both success
and failure can be attributed to. The way in which the deployment of family advantage is normalised
and invisbilised in the game of selectivity, enabling ‘most’ students to use well-rehearsed exam
techniques to be successfully selected, as well as their perceptions that private tutoring, hard work
and playing the game of selectivity constitutes a form of merit can be read in this way.

Similar to Phillipo’s (2019) participants, it is evident that for these students, in the contest for a
place within selective schools, as Drew described, ‘the score is everything’ and there is little space
left for the concern of disadvantaged others as the permeation of power is heightened and ex-
acerbated by the opportunity bargain that compels students to take up individualistic practices to get
into a ‘good school’ and avoid the ‘local high school’. We argue that attention must be paid on both
how students go about achieving these high scores, the impacts on students’ wellbeing and lives as
they undertake sometimes years of private tutoring and how selectivity is shaping students’ attitudes
towards schools, students and families who may or may not be able to compete.

Our participants suggest that persistence, hard work and dedication constitute an alternate form
of merit, albeit, one that is not recognised within the current system of selective schooling and
schooling more generally, that instead favours ‘natural ability’. Rather than suggest that students
and families are gaming the system, we argue that these alternate conceptions of merit speak to an
internal contradiction within the discourse of school choice evident in both public and private
sectors, whereby a perception of ‘natural ability’ constitutes merit favoured within the current
meritocratic system and coaching is discouraged; meanwhile, competition is promoted and sus-
tained through high-stakes testing for places within public secondary schools.

Conclusion

Within the regime of truth discussed in this paper, the scope of what individuals perceive as
available choices for schooling is reduced. In our study, power operated through perceived ‘truths’
that are connected to broader ‘regimes’ of school choice and the opportunity bargain. The effect of
these ‘regulated freedoms’ can be seen in students’ beliefs that they have no choice other than to
play the game; as Ellie believes, ‘that’s what everybody goes to selective schools for. For a better
education, for a better chance’. At a wider level, the development of selective schools reflect and
instantiate historical tensions in the development of Australian schooling by favouring, rewarding
and valorising individualistic tactic and practices to get ahead in the game of selectivity. Rather than
criticise the young people in our study for their strategies to get into competitive schools, we argue
that are they responding to the structures and discourses that they are situated within. How
competitive entrance exams are set up and the proliferation of private tutoring immerses students
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and their families into a discursive context that perpetuates and sustains individualistic attitudes
because what they perceive as how to get into competitive schools i.e. private tutoring, is re-framed
as ’merit’ within the game of selectivity. The students are embracing ’in it to win it’ attitudes and
doing what they perceive as ’what it takes’ to win the game, but at what cost? Moreover, how many
entrance exams are students undertaking and what are the accumulated effects of these on their
attitudes towards schooling and wellbeing?

Our study draws attention to entrance exams, which has implications for policy makers. Selective
school entrance exams are designed based on ‘higher order thinking skills’, with ‘required
knowledge in any section will not exceed that found in the [school] curriculum’. The tests are
designed to be ‘not coachable’; however, the data here suggest they are. Students can navigate both
selective school and high-fee private school entrance exams because they require similar abilities
and skills to play the game. Beyond small-scale studies (Ho, 2020; Sriprakash et al., 2016), the
extent to which tutoring or private exam coaching is utilised to prepare for competitive entrance
exams in Australia is not known. Dooley et al. (2018) found that there were 46 private tutoring
suppliers operating in one suburban area in the Australian city of Brisbane alone, all of which used
marketing techniques specifically aimed at ethnic minority families. Not all families can afford
private tutoring or exam coaching, but alongside the repetitive test-taking and coaching, the data
indicate that the more entrance exams students sit over time, the better they get. As inequality is
related to the processes of test preparation, perhaps regulating advertising and marketing around
private tutoring and coaching could reduce access and provide a way of making entrance exams
more equitable. Lastly, this small study suggests that a more equitable systemwould require limiting
the number of entrance exams undertaken across all sectors, both public and private.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or
publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Melissa Tham  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7785-6358

References

Abbas T (2007) British South Asians and pathways into selective schooling: social class, culture and ethnicity.
British Educational Research Journal 33(1): 75–90. DOI: 10.1080/01411920601104474.

Archer L and Francis B (2006). Understanding Minority Ethnic Achievement: Race, Gender, Class and
’Success’. New York: Routledge.

Austin AG (1964) Australian education 1788-1900. Church. In: State and Public Education in Colonial
Australia. Melbourne: Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons.

Australian Public (2020) Australian education system. Retrieved from https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/
english/australian-education/education-system.

Basit TN (2012) My parents have stressed that since I was a kid’: young minority ethnic British citizens and the
phenomenon of aspirational capital. Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 7(2): 129–143. DOI: 10.
1177/1746197912440857.

12 Power and Education 0(0)

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7785-6358
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7785-6358
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920601104474
https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/english/australian-education/education-system
https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/english/australian-education/education-system
https://doi.org/10.1177/1746197912440857
https://doi.org/10.1177/1746197912440857


Brown P (2003) The opportunity trap: education and employment in a global economy. European Educational
Research Journal 2(1): 141–179.

Brown P (2013) Education, opportunity and the prospects for social mobility. British Journal of Sociology of
Education 34(5-6): 678–700.

Byrne D (2021) Aworked example of Braun and Clarke’s approach to reflexive thematic analysis. Quality and
Quantity 56: 1391–1412.

Calarco JM (2014) Coached for the classroom: parents’ cultural transmission and children’s reproduction of
educational inequalities. American Sociological Review 79(5): 1015–1037.

Campbell C, Proctor H and Sherington G (2009) School Choice: How Parents Negotiate the New School
Market in Australia. Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin.

Castleberry A and Nolen A (2018) Thematic analysis of qualitative research data: is it as easy as it sounds?
Currents in Pharmacy Teaching and Learning 10(6): 807–815.

Chadderton C (2011) Not capturing voices: A poststructural critique of the privileging of voice in research. In:
Czerniawski G. and Kidd W (eds). The Student Voice Handbook: Bridging the Academic/Practitioner
Divide. UK: Emerald, 73–85.

Charles C, Black R and Keddie A (2020) Doing great things for the world’: merit and the justice politics of
young people receiving an elite educational scholarship. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of
Education 42: 869–880.

Collini S (2021) Snakes and ladders: versions of meritocracy. London Review of Books 43(7): 1–14.

Collins H (1985) Political ideology in Australia: the distinctiveness of a Benthamite society. In: Graubard SR
(ed) Australia: The Daedalus Symposium. Australia: Angus and Robertson, 147–169.

Cuervo H, Crofts J and Wyn J (2013) Generational insights into new labour market landscapes for youth
(0987344099). Retrieved from https://web.education.unimelb.edu.au/yrc/linked_documents/RR42.pdf.

Dean PJ (2011) The Architect of Victory: The Military Career of Lieutenant General Sir Frank Horton
Berryman. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Department of Education and Training (2021a) 2022 Year 9 entry to Victoria’s selective entry high schools.
Retrieved from https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/parents/going-to-school/2022_SEHS_
Information-Pack.docx.

Department of Education and Training (2021b) Victorian selective entry high schools. Retrieved from https://
selectivehighschools.education/contact/.

Dex S (1995) The reliability of recall data: a literature review. Bulletin of Sociological Methodology/Bulletin de
Methodologie Sociologique 49(1): 58–89.

Dooley K, Liu LL and Yin YM (2018) Supplying private tuition: edu-business and Asian migration in
Australia. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 41: 98–109.

Duru-Bellat M and Tenret E (2012) Who’s for meritocracy? Individual and contextual variations in the faith.
Comparative Education Review 56(2): 223–247.

Finn C, Winkler A, Loveless T, et al. (2009) Foreword. In: Tracking and Detracking: High Achievers in
Massachusetts Middle Schools. Washington, DC: Fordham Institute.

Foucault M (1970) The Archaeology of Knowledge. London: Routledge.

Foucault M (1980) Power/knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977. New York, NY:
Vintage.

Foucault M (1985) The history of sexuality The Use of Pleasure. New York, NY: Vintage, Vol. vol. 2.

Foucault M (1994) The ethics of the concern for self as a practice of freedom. In: Rabinow P (ed) Essential
Works of Foucault 1954–1984. Volume 1: Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth. New York, NY: The New Press,
281–301.

Foucault M (2001) Power The Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984. London: Penguin, Vol. 3.

Tham and Walsh 13

https://web.education.unimelb.edu.au/yrc/linked_documents/RR42.pdf
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/parents/going-to-school/2022_SEHS_Information-Pack.docx
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/parents/going-to-school/2022_SEHS_Information-Pack.docx
https://selectivehighschools.education/contact/
https://selectivehighschools.education/contact/


Foucault M (2019) Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth: Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984. London:
Penguin.

Gaztambide-Fernández RA (2009) The Best of the Best. Chicago: Harvard University Press.
Gorard S and Siddiqui N (2018) Grammar schools in England: a new analysis of social segregation and

academic outcomes. British Journal of Sociology of Education 39(7): 909–924.
Goss P (2019) Lopsided Funding Gives More Public Money to Private Schools. Melbourne: The Grattan

Institute. https://grattan.edu.au/news/lopsided-funding-gives-more-public-money-to-private-schools/.
Greenwell T and Bonnor C (2022) Waiting for gonski. In: How Australia Failed its Schools. Sydney: UNSW

Press.
Ho C (2018) Institutionalised separation: the impact of selective schools. Retrieved from: https://cpd.org.au/

wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Institutionalised-Separation-Report-13-July.pdf.
Ho C (2020) Aspiration and Anxiety: Asian Migrants and Australian Schooling. Melbourne: Melbourne

University Publishing.
Hoxby CM and Avery C (2013) Low-income high-achieving students miss out on attending selective colleges.

In: Brookings Papers on Economic Activity. Palo Alto, CA: Spring.
Ireson J and Rushforth K (2011) Private tutoring at transition points in the English education system: its nature,

extent and purpose. Research Papers in Education 26(1): 1–19.
Kelly P (2016). The Self as Enterprise: Foucault and The Spirit of 21st Century Capitalism: Routledge.
Kenway J and Lazarus M (2017) Elite schools, class disavowal and the mystification of virtues. Social

Semiotics 27(3): 265–275.
Khan S (2011) Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St Paul’s School. New Jersey, NY: Princeton

University Press.
Khan S and Jerolmack C (2013) Saying meritocracy and doing privilege. The Sociological Quarterly 54(1):

9–19.
Koh A and Kenway J (2012) Cultivating national leaders in an elite school: deploying the transnational in the

national interest. International Studies in Sociology of Education 22(4): 333–351.
Kvale S (1996) InterViews: An Introduction to Qualitive Research Interviewing. Newcastle upon Tyne: Sage.
Longhurst R (2003) Semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Key methods in geography 3: 143–156.
Mayes E (2020) Student voice in an age of ‘security’? Critical Studies in Education 61(3): 380–397.
Mazzei LA and Jackson AY (2012) Complicating voice in a refusal to “let participants speak for themselves”.

Qualitative Inquiry 18(9): 745–751.
Mijs JJ (2016) The unfulfillable promise of meritocracy: three lessons and their implications for justice in

education. Social Justice Research 29(1): 14–34.
OECD. (2013) Selecting and Grouping Students. Paris: OECD.
Phillippo K (2019) A Contest without Winners: How Students Experience Competitive School Choice.

Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press.
Phillippo K, Griffin B, Del Dotto BJ, et al. (2020) Seeing merit as a vehicle for opportunity and equity: youth

respond to school choice policy. The Urban Review 53(5): 591–616.
Robinson C and Taylor C (2013) Student voice as a contested practice: power and participation in two student

voice projects. Improving Schools 16(1): 32–46.
Sadler GR, Lee HC, Lim RSH, et al. (2010) Recruitment of hard-to-reach population subgroups via adaptations

of the snowball sampling strategy. Nursing and Health Sciences 12(3): 369–374.
Selleck M (1982) Frank Tate. A Biography. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.
Shah B, Dwyer C and Modood T (2010) Explaining educational achievement and career aspirations among

young British Pakistanis: mobilizing ‘ethnic capital’? Sociology 44(6): 1109–1127.
Singer BC and Weir L (2008) Sovereignty, governance and the political: The problematic of Foucault. Thesis

eleven 94(1): 49–71. doi: 10.1177/0725513608093276

14 Power and Education 0(0)

https://grattan.edu.au/news/lopsided-funding-gives-more-public-money-to-private-schools/
https://cpd.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Institutionalised-Separation-Report-13-July.pdf
https://cpd.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Institutionalised-Separation-Report-13-July.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0725513608093276


Sriprakash A, Proctor H and Hu B (2016) Visible pedagogic work: parenting, private tutoring and educational
advantage in Australia. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 37(3): 426–441.

Stacey M (2015) Middle-class parents’ educational work in an academically selective public high school.
Critical Studies in Education 57(2): 209–223. DOI: 10.1080/17508487.2015.1043312.

Steele T (2017). Retaining Black female college students: The effects of meritocracy on their ideas of success.
College Student Affairs Leadership, 4(1), 7. https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/csal/vol4/iss1/7

Tham M (2021). School selectivity and academic and socioeconomic stratification: Metropolitan Sydney and
Melbourne. CIRES working paper (no. 2). https://vuir.vu.edu.au/42148/1/cires-working-paper-02-2021-
final%20%281%29.pdf

Thomson P (2013) Romancing the market: narrativising equity in globalising times. Discourse: Studies in the
Cultural Politics of Education 34(2): 170–184.

Victoria Government (2024) Victorian selective entry high schools. Retrieved from https://www.vic.gov.au/
selective-entry-high-schools#about-selective-entry-high-schools

Warikoo NK and Fuhr C (2014) Legitimating status: perceptions of meritocracy and inequality among un-
dergraduates at an elite British university. British Educational Research Journal 40(4): 699–717.

Watkins M (2017) ‘We are all Asian here’: multiculturalism, selective schooling and responses to Asian
success. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43: 2300–2315. DOI: 10.1080/1369183x.2017.
1315850.

Windle J (2009) The limits of school choice: some implications for accountability of selective practices and
positional competition in Australian education. Critical Studies in Education 50(3): 231–246.

Windle J (2015)Making Sense of School Choice: Politics, Policies, and Practice under Conditions of Cultural
Diversity. Berlin: Springer.

Young M (1958) The Rise of the Meritocracy. London: Routledge.

Tham and Walsh 15

https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2015.1043312
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/csal/vol4/iss1/7
https://vuir.vu.edu.au/42148/1/cires-working-paper-02-2021-final(1).pdf
https://vuir.vu.edu.au/42148/1/cires-working-paper-02-2021-final(1).pdf
https://www.vic.gov.au/selective-entry-high-schools#about-selective-entry-high-schools
https://www.vic.gov.au/selective-entry-high-schools#about-selective-entry-high-schools
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2017.1315850
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2017.1315850

	Playing the game of selectivity: The normalisation of merit and invisibilisation of advantage in students’ admission into c ...
	Introduction
	Context: The development of selective schools in Victoria
	Students’ conceptions of merit and meritocracy in competitive schooling
	Methodology
	Findings and discussion
	Achieving opportunity through selective schooling involves intensive preparation
	Navigating school entry processes: Alternate conceptions of ‘meritocratic systems’ and individual ‘merit’

	Conclusion
	Declaration of conflicting interests
	Funding
	ORCID iD
	References


