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ohn Woodward, known to all as Jack, joined the Knights of the 
Southern Cross in Brisbane not long after he returned to Australia in 
in 1945 and his discharge from the A.I.F.  Within two years he was 
appointed assistant to the General Secretary of the Order in 

Queensland.  Putting behind him his years as a prisoner or war, Jack set about 
serving the needs of others.  He remained assistant to the General Secretary 
for seven years from 1947, and on the death of Owen P. Kenny in 1954, he 
took on the position of General Secretary; a position he filled with distinction 
until retirement in September 1981. 
 
During those twenty-seven years he travelled regularly and extensively 
throughout Queensland taking every opportunity to advance the cause of 
Catholic Education and freedom of choice for parents. 

 
The Federation of Parents & Friends in Queensland was a project of the 
Knights of the Southern Cross and owes much of its success to Jack Woodward 
its foundation Secretary-Treasurer, a position he held for twenty years. 

 
Jack served Catholic Education with distinction on many Councils and 
Committees including the:- 
·  Brisbane Catholic Education Council 
·  Bishops Standing Committee 
·  Australian Parents Council 
 
Since retirement in 1981 Jack Woodward had maintained his interest in Church 
generally and in Catholic Education in particular, until his death on the 15th 
August 1996. 
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policy. He has extensive experience in the post compulsory education and training 

sectors and has undertaken a number of studies in the area of post compulsory youth 

transition and qualifications. Recently he was the main author of the Kirby Report 

into post compulsory education and training pathways in Victoria.  

 
He has undertaken research and consultancy work in post compulsory education and 

training for the Commonwealth and most state education and training authorities, and 
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qualifications and lifelong learning and he has continued to participate in this activity. 

He has extensive knowledge of the research relating to qualifications and youth 

transition in Australia and internationally. 

 

Mr Keating holds a Bachelor of Economics., Diploma of Education and Ph.D   Mr 

Keating has recently proposed a strategy for structural reform of Australian schooling 

emphasizing equality of opportunity or “the common good”.  He has also proposed a 

new model of funding Australian school education.  His most recent papers are “A New 

Federalism in Australian Education: A Proposal for a national reform agenda” and 

“Resourcing in Australia: A Proposal for the restructure of public funding.”   
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JACK WOODWARD MEMORIAL LECTURE 
 
 
 

CATHOLIC EDUCATION AND THE PUBLIC GOOD 
 

Introduction 

Catholic schooling is important for education in Australia.  I want to argue this from 

a historical, contemporary and future perspective.  In doing this I want to suggest 

that there are some emerging issues in schooling that all those who are committed 

to the idea of the collective or the common good have a responsibility to address.  

These are complex issues that have evolved over a long period of time and their 

resolution raise challenging policy questions. 

We must all agree that those of us who are in the schooling business are 

interesting times.  The political attention given to schooling, both in Australia and 

at the international level must suggest that the community sees schooling as 

important.  The motifs of political leaders such as ‘the education president’; ‘three 

policy priorities of ‘education, education and education’; and the education 

revolution have all concentrated upon schooling. It is placed simultaneously as 

central to national economics and the foundation for life chances and social and 

economic inclusion.   

Schooling absorbs by far most of the direct and indirect public and private 

investment in education.  Direct funding is now in the region of $44 billion 

(MCEEDYA, 2009). In addition to this there are the contributions of community 

organisations, capital investments, the voluntary time of parents and other 

stakeholders and the time of young people.  It is also a long term investment as 

the returns take some time to be realised, but have the wonderful advantage of 

then being self sustaining.  It is a major and universal investment in individual 

futures and the national or collective futures. 

Schooling also is a heterogeneous entity.  In Australia it is now premised upon the 

principle of choice, which draws its authority from the principle of the responsibility 

and right of parents to educate their children.  Here there must be a partnership 

with government.  In Australia, as in almost all countries we have (mostly) agreed 
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to the requirement of compulsory schooling – now from ages 6 to 17. We also 

accept tenets such as the curriculum that are driven by government.   

Each society therefore has its own construct of this partnership between the 

parent or family and the state or government.  In some, such as Flanders – where 

three quarters of schools are Catholic – the partnership gives a high degree of 

sovereignty to the family.  In others, such as France, the state has assumed a high 

degree of authority.  Australia sits between these two examples, but exactly where 

is less clear. 

Within these relationships schooling can have intermediary or collective entities.  

The most obvious and most frequent are the churches or their off shoots of church 

or faith based schools.  These schools have a long history and the churches’ role 

in schooling mostly precedes that of government.  The relationships between 

government, families and faith based schools and school systems, or more 

broadly what some might term ‘civil society’ are diverse, complex and changing.  A 

healthy democracy arguably requires a healthy and robust civil society if in Eva 

Cox’s (1995) term it is to be a ‘truly civil society’.  In education we should not rely 

solely upon the market mechanism of choice or the centralism of the state.  Civil 

society – or in this case faith based schools have an important role in mediating 

these mechanism. 

In a society where and an era when we face major challenges, including moral 

challenges concerning the common good it is our responsibility to try establish 

relationships that balance the legitimate interests of individuals and groups with 

the wider needs and interest of society, at local, national and global levels.  As the 

Catholic sector is both by far the largest identifiable faith based group of schools in 

Australia and as a collective that has a strong tradition of pursuing the common 

good it has a particular to engage with government over these matters. 

History 

The Catholic sector has been highly influential in shaping the characteristics of 

Australian schooling.  Unlike its counterparts in England, New Zealand, and the 

USA the Australian Catholic sector was always able to have a student market 

share of at least 15 percent and mostly 20 percent.  It also had the remarkable 

achievement of being able to do this over a full century with almost no public  
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This history had a second impact through the need and opportunities of the 

Australian political parties to deal with the crisis in Australian schooling.  During 

the same period the Catholic school sector in New Zealand was facing a similar 

crisis the outcome of which was their incorporation as part of the public system 

with ‘special characteristics’ and full recurrent funding (Futardo, 2006).  This was 

not possible in Australia because, despite it being the objective of the then Prime 

Minister Gough Whitlam (Whitlam, 1985) and a recommendation of the Schools 

Commission (Praetz, 1980), because of budgetary pressures and resistance from 

a variety of sources, including the states and government school stakeholder 

groups.  In all likelihood it would have been resisted by the Catholic sector, and 

especially many of its bishops (O’Brien, 1999).  

This is associated with a third and very important historical effect.  The Catholic 

system is built upon the subsiderarity:  the principle and practice of locating a high 

degree of autonomy at the local and in the case of primary schools the parish 

level.  The success of the Catholic sector in surviving for a century on its own 

resources and has strengthened this principle.  As a consequence it has protected 

its autonomy (e.g. see Elder, 2009).  Catholic school leaders believe and have 

certainly argued that the sector’s incorporation within the state school systems 

would weaken this characteristic.  

Here there is another contrast with the incorporation of Catholic schools within the 

British government funded sector.  However, apart from the fact that the Catholic 

sector has about half of the market share of its Australian counterpart British 

schooling, until recent decades has been built administered through local 

authorities rather than the large ‘state’ systems of Australian schooling.  

These factors have combined to produce a fourth impact of the central role of the 

Catholic sector in the political nature of non-government school resourcing.  The 

politics of Commonwealth funding centres upon the Catholic sector.  The core 

‘deals’ have been those between the Commonwealth government and the Catholic 

sector representatives, and the political success of the deals depends upon 

keeping the Catholic sector and especially the bishops on side.  Mark Latham’s 

2004 ‘hit list policy’ as Green (2004) observed appeared to pass the political test.  

However it failed because it did not keep the bishops on side.  
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In the absence of a strong Catholic sector Australia in all probability would reflect 

the US model where non-government schools receive almost no public funding.  

Although 16 percent of Australian students are in independent schools this has 

grown from 8 percent in 1978 and has been propelled at least in part by the public 

funding.  Public funding as a political necessity and opportunity was created by the 

sheer size of the Catholic sector which in 1978 represented 70 percent of non-

government school enrolments (Ryan and Watson, 2004).  The agreements that 

the Catholic sector has reached with the Commonwealth Government and with 

state governments have provided the benchmarks against which independent 

schools have been funded.  The one aberration to this pattern has been the 

impact of the SES (socio economic status) funding model introduced by the 

Howard Government.  

The Australian model 

Because of this history Australia has adopted a particular approach to the 

relationship between government and non-government schooling.  Non-

government and mostly faith based schools exist in most developed countries.  In 

most cases these schools are publicly funded, and in most of these cases they are 

fully publicly funded.  Examples are the voluntary aided or incorporated schools in 

England, the fully funded Catholic schools that have ‘special character’ in New 

Zealand, and the Catholic schools that make up the bulk of the fully funded or 

public systems in Flanders and Ireland.   

Non-government schools in Australia are mostly publicly funded, but have 

autonomy over their enrolment practices, including the setting of fees.  Broadly the 

total recurrent public and private revenue of government and Catholic schools are 

much the same, with some variation across the states.  It is also the same for the 

bulk of the independent sector, but clearly higher for the high fee independent 

schools. 

Thus we have three sectors in Australia of roughly equivalent recurrent resource 

levels (although differences in their capital stock) that are run on different 

governance arrangements.  One is funded mainly by and run by state 

governments through relatively centralised models.  The other two are funded mail 

by the Commonwealth.  One, the independent sector is mostly based upon 

autonomous schools that are subject only to registration requirements and 
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reporting requirements.  The other, the Catholic sector, has a complex set of 

governance arrangements, but based upon the principle of subsiderarity and the 

directions and priorities of the Catholic Education Commissions and Offices.   

In terms of funding there are different engines for these systems.  One, the 

government sector is driven by the industrial conditions of class sizes and teacher 

salaries.  The other two systems are base upon political decisions and agreements 

mainly at the Commonwealth level that are closely associated with the electoral 

cycles. Both are difficult to defend within the principles of consistency, educational 

quality and equity, and good governance.   

I’ve argued before that these arrangements are a result of the two settlements of 

the 1870s education acts that restricted public funding to state schools and the 

1901 constitution that gave states the responsibility for schooling and their 

collapse in the 1960s and 1970s.  It is important to recognise the consequences of 

these arrangements. 

Issues 

Some of the consequences of this situation are outlined in the New Federalism 

paper published by the Foundation for Young Australians (FYA, 2009).  While 

Catholic school enrolment shares are stable there is a steady drift of students from 

government to non-government schools.  This drift has several impacts: 

Within a generation a majority of secondary school students will be in fee charging 

schools.  This will make Australia unique amongst OECD countries; 

As Bond and Horn (2009) indicate Australian families already carry a heavy cost 

burden in schooling, and this burden is excessive for poor families; 

The drift is socially biased: the government school is losing its better off and more 

scholastic students and is partially compensated with an inflow of poorer and less 

scholastic students.   

The Catholic sector is losing poorer students to the government sector and better 

off students to the independent sector. It is gaining enrolments amongst students 

from middle income families (Watson and Ryan, 2009).  This threatens the 
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Catholic sector’s historic role of educating the poor (New South Wales & 

Australian Capital Territory Catholic Bishops, 2007). 

Correspondingly the government schooling is becoming more internally selective. 

The enrolment drift has created a relationship of sectoral competition, which 

inevitably is about capturing the most capable student population, or certainly a 

student population that is likely to respond well to a sound and mostly traditional 

school programs.  Arguably ‘My schools’ will reinforce this.  

As a consequence all mainland states have introduced more selective schools and 

programs.   

The impact of selectivity can be demonstrated with a growing concentration of 

students from poor households in small and mostly poorly performing schools 

(Lamb, 2007; Achterstraat, 2008) 

More broadly there is the question that I started with of whether school sectors 

should be in partnership or competition.  Historically the Catholic and government 

sectors had a similar mission of education for all. In some cases, such as 

secondary education in Victoria, the Catholic schools did this more effectively than 

the government sector.  This is not to suggest that other elements of the non-

government school sector don’t support this principle.  However, the Catholic and 

government sectors have been both been premised upon this objective.  

Because of historical circumstances that have led to a unique set of funding and 

governance circumstances in Australia we know have a situation of competition 

between the government and non-government school systems.  The core prize in 

this competition is the image of and capacity to deliver scholastic success.  

Therefore, the terms of the competition are those that can be exclusionary – either 

through social and economic barriers or scholastic barriers, or both.   

Apart from the impact upon enrolments, there is the impact upon the discourse 

and what has become the narrative of schooling.  Recently together with three 

colleagues from the Universities of Queensland, South Australia and Tasmania we 

examined the question of the public purposes of schooling. We interviewed senior 

policy makers in the four states, including non-government school people, and 

examined key policy documents over the past 7 – 10 years.  We noted a strong 
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rhetorical attachment to public purposes throughout the documents and the 

interviews.  The embodiment of this was perhaps the Melbourne Declaration that 

includes the statement of ‘the public good’. 

Yet, when we examine the data, both the official data that are available through 

MCEETYA, and the research we find a school system that is increasingly selective 

and segregated upon the basis of social and economic characteristics.  In an age 

when social inclusion has appeared within the narrative of public policy the great 

institution that historically has been important in achieving social inclusion and 

cohesion is weakening its capacity to so this.   

The responsibility to protect 

The core question that comes from these issues is what is the role of government 

in schooling? The 1870s acts expressed a view that government had the singular 

responsibility for the schooling of children and that this should be a secular 

education.  Families could choose to stay outside of this provision, but they should 

do so at their own cost.  This view is not longer accepted across the Australian 

community, and the principle of some choice in the character of schooling and the 

capacity of families to make extra investments in their children’s education is now 

accepted. 

These principles relate to individual rights and freedoms within a liberal democratic 

society.  However, a truly civil society must confront the consequences of these 

principles.  One is the fact that the capacity for choice is not evenly distributed, 

and this is very much the case within a society where wealth disparities are wide 

and increasing, as is the case in Australia.  The other is a tradition role of 

schooling in civics and community building – that of laying the foundations for a 

healthy society – a civil society.  Both of these elements – equity and fairness and 

a society with a strong base in moral and common principles and understandings 

are elements of the common good. 

The United Nations has identified that it is the unique responsibility of the state or 

government to protect its citizens and within the scope of the UN, to protect 

humanity.  This might be transferred to education where it is the responsibility of 

government to protect such that all students should get quality education and that 
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the education system, which it mostly funds, should protect and build the 

community towards the common good. 

This responsibility lies with government.  No other organisation or group can claim 

this responsibility or replace government in this responsibility within the 

constitutional sovereignty of a liberal democratic state.  Only government has such 

a universal mandate. 

However, this does not mean that government should, or in Australia’s case can 

do it alone.  It may be a view that this is solely or almost solely a state 

responsibility in a country such as France, but it cannot be achieve by government 

alone in Australia.  The reason for this has been outlined above.  They relate to 

the sociology and governance of Australian schooling and the sets of public 

expectations that underpin these patterns.   

In blunt terms an education system that delivers quality and equity needs a good 

chunk of the middle class or certainly what Margaret Thatcher called chattering 

classes.  In Australia we at least formally ascribe to the idea of the general school 

at both primary and secondary levels.  We don’t support the idea of separating 

students at an early age on the basis of their background and their families’ 

wealth.  If students who have weak scholastic records, come from poor and 

unstable homes, and have associated behavioural problems are concentrated in a 

school it is very difficult for those schools to deliver a quality schooling and achieve 

good outcomes.   

There is a counter thesis that high quality teaching can overcome social and 

economic disadvantage and as a consequence the structure of a school system 

does not matter.  The research on the impact of teacher quality, and its 

association with quality school leadership, is strong and convincing.  However to 

extrapolate from the research based upon individual schools and argue that a 

whole school system that divides students upon the basis of wealth, cultural 

capital, and scholastic performance can maintain a high degree of quality and 

equity is sheer bunk.  It seems to presume that there will be a group of heroic 

teachers populating high need schools who will consistently defy the odds.  This is 

thesis is a historical and its propagation will only help policy makers avoid the 

issue. 
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This is not top deny that schools can and should make a difference.  The Catholic 

sector in both the USA and Australia is a ready example of this.  Coleman’s 

(Coleman et al, 1982) research in the USA suggests that when social 

backgrounds of students are considered the Catholic sector has achieved strong 

educational outcomes.  This he concluded was because of the social capital that 

the students brought from their families.   

The contribution of Catholic schooling to the commo n good 

The Catholic sector now maintains a steady share of approximately 22 percent of 

enrolments across most states at the primary and secondary levels. It has done 

this since the 1980s and for most of the past century.  Catholic schooling therefore 

is a presence in the vast majority of Australian communities. 

Its contribution to the common good, therefore can be in several ways.  Currently 

there are two readily identifiable contributions: It makes a direct contribution by 

educating over one fifth of the population; and within a choice based model it 

provides an alternative for many, but not all families.  

At this point it might be useful to look to the outcomes of Vatican II.  One of its 

statements was that the Church: 

“…encourages the coexistence, and if possible, the cooperation of diverse 

educational institutions which will allow young people to be formed by value 

judgements based upon a specific view of the world and to be trained to take an 

active part in the construction of the community through which the building of 

society itself is promoted..” (cited in Angelica, 2006) 

A second document is that of Catholic Schools on the Threshold of the New 

Millennium which states that: 

“The school cannot be considered separately from other educational institutions 

and administered as an entity apart, but must be related to the world of politics, 

economy, culture and society as a whole…. (the Catholic school) .. has not come 

into being as a private initiative, but as an expression of the reality of the Church, 

having by its very nature a public character. …. The Catholic school, therefore, 

undertakes a cordial and constructive dialogue with states and civil authorities. 

Such dialogue and collaboration must be based on mutual respect, on the 
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reciprocal recognition of each other's role and on a common service to mankind. 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 1997) 

This was formed in the face of pluralism.  In this regards it is hard to imagine a 

more direct example of this than Australia.  This is because it is both a highly 

pluralistic society, but also a highly and possibly the most successful pluralistic 

society.   

So this brings us to the term ‘the common good’ which has re entered the lexicon 

of Australian schooling through its inclusion in the Melbourne Declaration.  One 

form of the common good might be that served by the government school sector 

of access to all.  Another might be that of choice based upon an educational 

consumption model.  Neither of these constructs should be acceptable within a 

frame of a much over used and abused concept of ‘moral purpose’.  

Both of these constructs are based upon a utilitarian concept of the common good.  

Within these frames the principle of right takes precedent over the idea of good.  

One institutionalises rights into a common frame that limits the sovereignty of the 

family and the contributions of civil society.  The other regards those who benefit 

least from choice as a tolerable consequence for the large numbers who do 

benefit from choice. 

Both beg the question of what is ‘the good’.  Here Michael Sandler’s (2009) 

construction of justice is relevant. He argued that the principle of good must 

precede that of rights.  He takes the Aristotelian position of the centrality of 

intrinsic purpose as the core element of justice.  Within this construction the 

common good must go beyond the right to school and should embrace the 

responsibility to protect, such as the responsibility to ‘educate the poor’.  The 

common good can’t be solely a construct of rights within education and social and 

economic life.  In requires intrinsic qualities of values and moral principles – some 

conception of the ‘good society’ that goes beyond the individual and his or her 

rights.  Family clearly is central within this concept of the common good, and the 

representations of values through collective and voluntary agencies, amongst 

which the churches are critical with the depth of their historical assets are central.   

In my terms it remains a tragedy that church and state could not reconcile their 

roles in schooling almost a century and a half ago.  Now as the idea of public 
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schooling and its mission of the common good is under threat it is imperative that 

we search for new grounds for a collective endeavour.   

Funding 

The recently announced Commonwealth review of school funding offers a 

significant opportunity to do this.  All past attempts, albeit mostly half hearted, to 

seek some more consistent model of funding have failed.  Now however, the 

stakes arguably are higher.  The government sector is under considerable duress, 

and there is strong evidence of growing inequity in schooling.  It is important that a 

model should be sought that bases public funding for all schools upon the same 

sets of rules.   

Here the difficult issue is autonomy.  The main problem is that some schools, 

mainly government, have the responsibility of opening their door to all students 

and catering for all students, while other schools, mainly non-government, do not 

have these responsibilities and are free to raise barriers such as fees and 

subjective behavioural standards.   

Autonomy in all school systems varies across the landscape of schools.  However, 

this variability is much greater in publicly funded schooling than in nearly all if not 

all other developed countries.  It is unlikely and arguably unwise to address this 

problem through centralised regulation. The political resistance would be 

considerable and it may prove to be unworkable.  Therefore, the other solution is 

to make it local: attempt to build the responsibility for meeting the needs of all 

students at the local level through partnerships of schools, other agencies and 

communities.  This suggests that funding should have three core elements: 

A guaranteed base line level of resources as a combination of public and private 

revenue for all schools that meet common requirements for registration and the 

delivery of curriculum; 

A higher level of needs based funding for all schools that have these needs, 

irrespective of sector; and 

A fund located at a local or community level that is designed to increase 

inclusiveness in schooling and that encourages localised and community based 

partnerships.   
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The Catholic Education system has been highly influential in the history of 

schooling in Australia.  It provided diversity and quality in parallel with the 

government sector.  The division between the two sectors has been unfortunate, 

but mostly for the government sector and the common good.  In the testing times 

that the Australian commu8nity faces in the future stronger partnerships are 

critical.  
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