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When Victoria became an independent colony  
in 1851, it inherited a dual system consisting of 
church-based schools and secular schools from  
New South Wales. The Education Act (VIC) was then  
passed in 1872, making schooling free and compulsory  
for all. Today, schools are broadly categorised as 
government or non-government, with the latter 
distinguished as Catholic or Independent.  
School choice has globalised over the last few 
decades and Australia now has one of the largest 
non-government school sectors (by enrolments)  
in the OECD - particularly in secondary schools.1

Some of the strongest arguments in favour of 
school choice include greater diversity, autonomy 
and competition among schools, which can create 
incentives for innovation and improvement. While 
parents are able to make their own decisions, finding 
a suitable school is no easy task. As more Australian 
parents subscribe their child to a school enrolment 
list at birth, the search for a school is increasingly 
beginning prior to birth –  particularly among those 
considering Independent schools2.  Likewise, almost 
half of Australian parents are exploring secondary 
school options prior to their children commencing 
primary school.3  

What parents value in education, and their  
opinions and experiences of schools, is changing. 
Recent research on parents’ perception of  
schools conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic found that needs and expectations are 
changing, particularly among younger parents. 
Intergenerational difference of opinion also  
seems to be emerging and children have a growing 
voice on what they want from their education. 

The ever-changing environment  
in education may warrant a different 
approach to understanding  
how parents make their initial 
decisions and continue to evaluate 
school choice along their child’s 
education journey.

Changing societal attitudes, beliefs and perceptions 
have shaped parental experiences and behaviour  
in school choice decisions and schooling.4   
The ever-changing environment in education  
may warrant a different approach to understanding  
how parents make their initial decisions and  
continue to evaluate school choice along their  
child’s education journey.

While research in school choice continues to advance, 
a coherent understanding of the links between school 
choice, parental decision-making and their changing 
needs and motivations is still lacking. 

This research aims to explore school choice and 
parents’ changing perception and experiences of 
Independent schools using a behavioural science  
lens (i.e. what makes people act and react in the  
ways that they do).

Overview



This research aims to explore school 
choice and parents’ changing 
perception and experiences of 
Independent schools using a 
behavioural science lens (i.e. what 
makes people act and react in the 
ways that they do).
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The most common reasons for parents choosing  
a government school are convenience, location,  
family reasons (i.e. other family members also  
attend or have attended the school), followed by 
school performance, facilities and cost. 

Educational excellence, good facilities and  
religious values were most often cited  
as main reasons for choosing a Catholic school.5  
Meanwhile, factors driving school choice  
in Independent schools typically include  
school facilities, academic performance  
and education standards.

Parents’ perception of  
Independent school education

The table below summarises the most important 
factors driving Independent school choice using 
recent research findings among Australian parents. 

The common thread across surveys  
is that Independent schools:
•	 deliver quality education that aligns  

with the child’s needs
•	 foster excellent academic performance
•	 provide good facilities, a supportive  

culture and quality teachers.

ISV 
LEAD Parent Survey  
20216 

Suited child's 
needs 

The quality of 
educational 
programs

The atmosphere 
of the school

The reputation of 
the school

ISA  
School Choice Report  
20217 

Educational 
excellence

Good teachers Good facilities Supportive 
and caring 
environment

ISQ  
What Parents Want Survey 
20218 

Preparation to 
fulfill potential in 
later life

Child's individual 
needs

The high-quality 
of teachers

Encouragement 
of attitude to 
schoolwork 

Real Education  
Report  
20229 

Standard of 
facilities

Education 
standards

Level of 
discipline

Academic 
results

NAB  
Education Insight Report  
202110 

Quality of 
facilities

Quality of 
teachers

Level of 
discipline

Better academic 
results

*	 Note: Varying sample sizes and demographic variables  
in research sample between surveys. 

Acronym Guide: 
ISV -- Independent Schools Victoria 
ISA -- Independent Schools Australia 
ISQ -- Independent Schools Queensland  

Most important factors driving Independent school choice 

1 2 3 4
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While the main reasons for choosing Independent 
schools are similar across surveys, there were 
some differences observed over time and across 
demographics. For example, the Independent 
Schools Australia (ISA) School Choice Report 
found that five years ago, parents were more 
concerned about having a safe environment and 
affordability. They also placed a higher importance on 
extra-curricular activities and networking than when 
choosing a school today.11 NAB’s Education Insight 
Report also revealed intergenerational differences 
of opinion. Younger parents were more likely to place 
importance on a school’s educational philosophy, 
open days, school ranking tables, website and social 
media, but less likely to consider quality of facilities 
and shared religious/value systems.12 Findings from 
school choice surveys have been popularly reported 
in mainstream and social media, with the aim to help 
parents choose the right school.

While education excellence and academic 
performance appear as the top reasons, there 
are many issues parents consider when choosing 
an Independent school. Parents are increasingly 
choosing schools based on values that align with 
their family and that they believe could help provide 
children with moral and/or religious values to 
build their moral character.13 Many parents tend 
to seek a school where their children’s peers have 
the same expectations, beliefs, norms and values 
that could foster a strong sense of belonging.14 As 
much as parents believe it is their responsibility 
to nurture their child, they are looking for schools 
that can assist them in this task.15 There is also a 
growing propensity among non-government school 
parents for an experience focused on wellbeing. 
Unsurprisingly, this is also the top motivation for 
parents to move or consider moving their child to 
non-government schools.16

While education excellence and 
academic performance appear as the 
top reasons, there are many issues 
parents consider when choosing an 
Independent school.

Surveys conducted during the pandemic found that 
parents appreciated that Independent schools had 
the autonomy to make decisions quickly, adapted 
well to the changing environment and maintained 
good communication.17 In fact, a national survey by 
the ABC in 2021 revealed that, across school sectors, 
Independent school parents were most satisfied with 
the education their children were receiving.18 

Parents perception of Independent school education   (continued)



Drivers of school choice | 7

Over the last few years, we have observed a growing 
appetite among Australian parents towards school 
choice and an overall trend towards Independent 
education. The latest Australian Bureau of Statistics 
figures show a continued increase in total student 
enrolments in the five years to 2021, with a 4.7% 
increase. By school affiliation, Independent schools 
had the largest increase with 11.4%, followed by 
government schools with 3.9% and Catholic schools 
with 2.6%.19 Predictions that many parents would 
withdraw their children from non-government 
schools due to financial pressures caused by 
COVID-19 have dwindled, with enrolments increasing 
by 2.3% in Victorian Independent schools in 2021 
compared to the previous year. 

Despite the common misconception that all 
Independent schools are expensive, and that 
Government schools involve no cost to families, the 
recent growth in Independent schools is attributed to 
schools serving families on low to middle incomes.20 
The ABC reported that the Independent sector is 
Australia’s fastest growing school sector. Australia  
is also an international outlier, with ‘about twice  
as many children going to non-governmental schools  
as the average’.21   

Australian parents are now more likely to plan 
ahead to pay for school fees than they did five years 
ago.22 They are also more willing to make financial 
sacrifices to pay for their child’s private tuition 
or school fees.23 This suggests that parents have 
confidence in the Independent sector to shape and 
develop the skills and competencies of their child to 
thrive in their school years and beyond.

The pandemic has challenged assumptions 
underpinning school choice, encouraging parents 
to reconsider what they value and want for their 
child. The remote learning experience has no doubt 
changed parents’ attitudes towards parenting, 
increased their engagement in their child’s education 
and created a new level of relationship, trust and 
communication with schools and their communities. 
The demand for digital technology, hybrid learning 
and personalised learning have also shifted parents’ 
focus in their efforts and resources so that their child 
can thrive in school. As education and the future 
of work is changing,24 how we study school choice 
behaviour will also need to change.

Parents perception of Independent school education   (continued)

Enrolment increase in the five years to 2021

Increase in total student enrolments 4.7%

Independent schools had the largest increase 11.4%

Government schools increase 3.9%

Catholic schools  increase 2.6%

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics.
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Marketised schooling requires parents to act as 
‘consumers’ and to be strategic about selecting 
the right school for their child. Accessing relevant 
information is important, as is being able to sift 
through the plethora of information available – such 
as the MySchool website (myschool.edu.au) which 
provides systematic comparisons of school test 
results.25 Parents typically refer to publicly available 
information as they define their consideration 
set (a final list of schools they seriously consider 
and evaluate) in the decision-making process. 
Although MySchool.edu.au provides important 
information about various schools, the primary 
source of information for parents remains their social 
networks. Word-of-mouth from friends or other 
parents is the most common source of information, 
followed by personal experience and interaction with 
school staff, school open days and school websites.26 
Word-of-mouth remains the greatest influence in 
seeking information as it provides unique insights 
into a school’s life from an insider’s perspective.

While these information channels offer a good 
indication of the quality of a school and serve as 
an effective tool for parents when considering a 
school, the extent to which parents rely on this 
knowledge varies across demographic and social 
strata. Not all parents search extensively or can 
make sense of the available information to make 
informed decisions. For example, parents with a 
higher level of education are observed to undertake 
more extensive research for their child compared to 
parents with lower level of education.27 A study on 
school choice architecture also revealed that social 
circles of highly educated parents are more likely to 
include professionals who know about the system 
that contributes to the information gap between 
lower and higher income parents. On average, 
parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
have less objective knowledge about schools than 
parents from higher socio-economic backgrounds. 

Factors influencing school choice

They are also more likely to be influenced by present 
bias and attention limitations.28 Attention limitations 
for example could mean that parents do not acquire 
the relevant information when making decisions, 
even if it is publicly available. Additionally, people 
may have limited attention and cognitive ability to 
consider other options and are uncertain about 
the advantages of alternatives, which often leads 
to a default bias because the default serves as a 
reference point.29  

Cultural and social capital also appear to be strongly 
related to school choice. Cultural capital is attained 
through knowledge and skills acquired over time, 
socialisation and education. Social capital is generally 
linked to having a durable network or less formal 
relationships of mutual acquaintance.30 From a social 
class perspective, middle-class families tend to be 
more predisposed than working class families to 
engage in education to maintain effective social and 
cultural capital. Education has traditionally provided 
these parents a ladder to ‘climb out of one class into 
another’ and therefore they tend to be more active 
in an open school system.31 As such, parents differ 
in their ability to activate cultural and social capital 
effectively and are likely to have different school 
awareness and information seeking behaviours.32  
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Conceptual diagram showing school choice process
Parents rely on various strategies to position and maximise  
the chances of their child being enrolled into preferred schools. 

Factors influencing school choice   (continued)

SOCIAL CONTEXT
•  School composition

FAMILY AND SOCIAL FACTORS

Based on Parents’:
•  SES

•  own schooling
•    social network

•  source of information

CHILD
•  Interests

•  Needs
•  Abilities

PERCEPTION  
OF SCHOOL 

QUALITY

PARENTAL 
ASPIRATION

SCHOOL 
CHOICE

SCHOOL 
FIT

This Venn diagram provides  an overview of the  
components of the school choice process.33  
Parents make decisions based on: 
•	 family and social factors  

(i.e. income, education, housing and socioeconomic positions,  
along with values, beliefs and attitudes espoused at home)

•	 child’s needs  
(i.e. their abilities and needs)

•	 school context  
(i.e. school ethos, location, academic and student  
care characteristics).



School choice is complex and 
multifaceted involving an interplay 
of economic, social, capital 
and institutional factors. As the 
selection of schools is a high-stakes 
process, it is important that parents 
have a sound understanding of 
choices and better access to 
resources to enable confident 
decision making and to mitigate 
intergenerational educational 
disadvantage.34  Additionally, 
confident decision making is 
imperative as parents who make 
more informed choices for schools 
are more likely to be satisfied with 
their choice and are more involved 
in their child’s education.35 
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There is a vast number of studies relating to school 
choice. These studies tend to deploy a range of 
quantitative and qualitative methods such as 
interviews, focus groups and surveys to understand 
school preferences among prospective parents; 
as well as factors influencing school choice 
among parents who already have a child in school 
through retrospective surveys or retrospective 
interviews. Factor-based research is commonly 
used to differentiate parents’ attitudes towards 
government versus non-government schools in 
Australia. It typically provides a pre-categorisation 
or common list of factors influencing parental school 
decision-making which includes location, facilities, 
cost, academic outcomes, child’s happiness, safety 
and attitudes towards school, preparation for college, 
preparation for life, religion and values, school 
reputation, teacher quality and individual factors 
relating to the child. These surveys provide a common 
language for understanding decision-making and 
allow for comparative cross analysis between choice 
factors and demographic characteristics such 
as location, sector, stage of schooling, parental 
education, occupation and income.36

While factor-based research provides some useful 
insights, it has several limitations. The built-in, 
pre-categorisation factors reduce the ability to gain 
a nuanced understanding of parents’ reasons for 
school choices. Moreover, parents’ demographic 
characteristics alone are not sufficient in explaining 
the variation in the factors chosen. The design of 
choice-factor research also relies on the assumption 
that most human behaviour can be explained as a 
result of individuals making rational choices, and it 
relies on parents’ ability to remember and report their 
preferences and decisions accurately.  

Unpacking school choice behaviour

While parents may explain why they chose the school 
they did, their descriptions and recounted actions 
may vary. This suggests they may have different 
understandings of what this meant in practice and 
the varying capacities to achieve it. For instance, 
some parents emphasised academic achievement 
and explicitly pursued it, while others described it as 
important but did not take action to achieve it.37  

These surveys provide a common 
language for understanding 
decision-making and allow for 
comparative cross analysis between 
choice factors and demographic 
characteristics such as location, 
sector, stage of schooling, parental 
education, occupation and income.

Results from factor-based research have also been 
inconsistent across studies due to differing research 
samples and the varying theoretical framework  
used to explain the intersecting factors, institutions 
and discourses that inform school choice decision. 
As cited in Ball, Bowe and Gewirtz (1996, p.89) in  
Aris (2020) 38:

Parental choice of school is not susceptible to 
one definitive analysis. Different kinds of analyses 
bring out and highlight different aspects and 
patterns of choice. There are recurring themes 
and patterns... But even these can be written 
about in different ways. Attempts to reduce choice 
making to one simple formula or metaphor will 
only lead to dangerous over-simplification and 
misrepresentation. (p. 8) 
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School choice studies typically ask parents to think 
about the time they start seeking information to when 
they make the decision to determine the underlying 
reasons for choosing a school, and whether they have 
made the right choice. However, this assumes that 
parents experience choice only once in the lead up to 
school enrolment. A unique problem in educational 
decision-making is the length of time between a 
choice being made and the completion of the choice 
(i.e. from when the child enrols in the school until they 
graduate many years later). Choices in education are 
more complicated than those normally associated 
with experience goods (i.e. a product or service) or 
credence goods (post-experience goods such as legal 
services with longer lead times).39 

Unlike experience and credence goods that assume 
stable preferences over time, parents remain 
immersed in decision-making over long time  
frames and are continually re-evaluating whether  
they have made the ‘right choice’. In other words, 
parents move from ‘making the choice’ to ‘managing 
the choice’ throughout their child’s education.40  
As time progresses, their experiences change their 
preferences, perceptions and beliefs. Additionally, 
their priorities change as they support their child 
through challenges they may face in school. 
Therefore, an initial choice that was ‘right’ at the 
time could transform into the ‘wrong’ school choice 
(even though the outcomes from their initial choice 
have materialised). It is unsurprising to find that a 
considerable proportion of parents regretted their 
choice of school in a 2019 national survey, wherein 
two in five said they would not choose the same 
school or are unsure if they would regardless of cost 
or location.41  

This conceptual diagram (page 13) by behavioural 
economist Leaver (2017) depicts how choice is 
governed by perceptions, information processing, 

Unpacking school choice behaviour    (continued)

cognitive processes, psychological factors and 
external constraints. He argued that preferences 
could evolve over time “not from the simple updating 
of newly acquired information but from the simple 
act of experiencing the choice”.

The diagram (page 13) highlights that decisions made 
could continue to shape a person’s perceptions and 
beliefs due to external stimuli such as information and 
experiences, where one uses rational processes (dark 
blue lines) along with psychological processes (light 
blue lines) to make and manage choice.42 For example, 
a study on school choice found that as the school 
in question defines itself through its value-added 
co-curricular activities to instil cultural capital, so too 
did the parents define the school and their children’s 
relationship to it though co-curricular activities.43

As the quality of a school can only be fully ascertained 
after an initial choice is made, it is valuable to look at 
what really matters from parents’ perspective by  
considering environments that make up their 
experiences.  For example, Strange and Banning’s 
Environmental Model as summarised by Cantu et al. 
(2021) considers the following environments that play 
an important part in influencing parents’ school choice 
and those who are still experiencing the choice:
•	 Physical environment (design and layout  

where learning takes place such as facility and 
classroom setup).

•	 Aggregate environment (collective characteristics 
of the people who inhibit the environment and how 
they shape the environment).

•	 Organisational environment (structure by which an 
organisation operates and achieves goals).

•	 Constructed environment (formation of individual/
collective perception experiences through 
conversations, stories and symbols observed in 
the environment).
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Memory

Motivation, 
Affect

Attitudes

Experience

Perceptions, 
Beliefs

Preferences

Process

Endogeneity in choice processes

Information

Stated 
Perceptions

Attitude 
Scales

CHOICE

Set constraints  
Time & Money

Stated 
Preferences

Revealed 
Preferences

Rational Choice Processes 

Psychological Processes 

How Perceptions and Beliefs 
are able to shape Preferences 
via Motivations and Attitudes

Unpacking school choice behaviour    (continued)

e.g. Identity, 
Self-efficacy

Bounded 
Rationality

In addition to understanding information seeking 
behaviour and factors influencing parents’ decision 
at the time of school enrolment, it is important to 
recognise parents’ changing experiences which 
continue to shape their preferences, perceptions  
and beliefs. Parents’ experiences speak volumes 
about a school. When people share their experiences,  
they are recommending or not recommending the 
school on their behalf. 

In this era of school choice, it is prudent for school 
leaders to maintain a clear understanding of 
what drives positive experiences and satisfaction 
among parents (such as though the lens of the 
Environmental Model described on page 12) to retain 
their students while attracting new ones. 

The choice Process. Modified from Leaver (2017).
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Despite many parents being more involved in their 
child’s education since the pandemic, research 
found that some may have a biased view about 
their child’s performance, and differing opinions for 
what constitutes a successful school experience. 
For example, some parents (particularly among the 
middle- and upper-income group) who seek coveted 
spots for their children in selective schools are less 
focused on cultivating capabilities like empathy, 
self-awareness, self-regulation, gratitude and 
curiosity – despite persuasive research suggesting its 
importance.44  Therefore, many schools strive to build 
efficient communication and strong parent-school 
relationships to offer better visibility and accuracy 
into how students are faring academically and 
socially, as well as tailored designs to help them 
succeed and shared agreement on priorities.45

Similarly, schools are seeking to better understand 
why parents are attracted to their school over the 
other possible ‘competitors’ and how they can align 
their school’s environment with parents’ perceived 
demands to enhance satisfaction and the student 
experience.46 However, achieving this is no easy task. 

As parents have different aims for their children, 
research into school choice should allow for an open 
dialogue so that parents can elaborate the meaning 
and context behind their decisions. It is important 
to understand parents’ educational priorities and 
aspirations for their child as well as their dispositions 
towards academic achievement, cultural and social 
capital gains.47 For example, a study on school choice 
found that some parents value programs that aim 
to teach cultural capital. As cited by a parent in this 
study: “it’s the little things that make the difference, 
the whole picture is brilliant but it’s the little things”.

Understanding what parents want

Understanding what these ‘little things’ entail for 
parents could provide valuable insights for schools. 
It is equally important to understand why these 
priorities are important to parents, how they plan 
to realise their aims, and the key success criteria 
used to determine whether they have accomplished 
them. This would help to encourage choice that 
aligns with the school’s environment. This includes 
understanding aspects that parents describe as 
important in their school decision making, their 
descriptions of past and present experiences in 
education, and how the social, cultural and economic 
contexts relate to their decisions. 

Jobs-to-be-done (JTBD) methodology
This research framework has been used to 
conceptualise parents’ educational aims and  
capture how they plan to realise them. Mainly used  
to influence product design, JTBD is a framework 
based on the idea that whenever customers 
‘hire’ (i.e. use) a product, they do it for a specific 
‘job’ (i.e. to achieve a desired outcome). If it does 
an unsatisfactory job, we ‘fire’ it and look for an 
alternative. JTBD is normally defined in a sentence 
format, which is further broken down into users’ 
functional and emotional success criteria.  
Once the ‘jobs’ are defined, the desired outcome 
statements on how users are measuring value are 
then formed. This statement is a customer-defined 
metric that instructs innovators how to help users  
get the job done faster and more predictably.
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JTBD’s uniqueness is driven by its focus on the 
desired outcomes and questions whether existing 
activities are the best way of reaching the outcomes 
that users really seek. However, while JTBD  considers  
the emotional and social context of a user’s goal,  
it tends to generalise the jobs among the entire user 
base (research sample base) and makes it harder for 
the design team to empathise and prioritise among 
different users. Additionally, the research approach 
is somewhat restricted in an education setting as it is 
mainly designed for improving products.  
As important as it is to uncover parents’ needs 
(core jobs) and their desired outcomes, it is equally 
important to understand their experience and 
outline what it should look like for different parent 
groups (i.e. not only by demographic details, but also 
attitudinal, motivational and behavioural details. 

Journey mapping 
Mapping parent journeys in a particular context – 
such as during school enrolment or involvement in 
a particular school’s initiative – is another research 
method that could be used to understand experience 
and go beyond demographics. Journey mapping 
highlights the flow of an individual experience and 
breaks it down into separate interactions, bringing 
to light their needs and emotions. Journey maps are 
documents that visually illustrate an individual or 
a group’s needs, the series of interactions fulfilling 
those needs and the resulting emotional stages 
throughout the process.

Understanding what parents want  (continued)

Direction of 
Improvement

Performance 
Metric 

Object of  
Control 

Contextual 
Clarifier

Outcome  
statement 
Structure

Minimise  
the 

time it  
takes 

to  
engage a 

mental health 
practitioner 

when a 
complaint is 

made.

Outcome  
statement 
Example

(describing the context  
in which the outcome  

is desired).

(usually time  
or likelihood) 

(the outcome)

It is important to note that the outcome statement is created by users themselves in the research process  
so they can define the metrics they use to measure success when getting a job done in their own language.  
The outcome statement uses the following structure:

In this case, an example of a job when parents ‘hire’ a school and its outcome statement might look like this:

Job (example): I want my child to gain access to mental and wellbeing support in school when needed.
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Mapping the journey that parents take is valuable to 
gaining an insight of their experience in each aspect 
of the school’s initiatives. This can be achieved by 
outlining what they see, hear, do, say, feel and think; 
their fears, frustrations and obstacles; and their 
needs and goals. For example, schools could use 
parents’ narratives to map their enrolment journeys 
by outlining behind-the-scenes considerations and 
activities, such as the school’s digital touchpoints 
and parents’ experience with each of these in making 
the school selection, which could reveal any gaps and 
highlight new opportunities. 

Using a collection of these stories, personas could 
then be developed to represent the real parent 
community who share similar demographic, values 
and behavioural traits. Well-executed personas are 
based on rich behavioural characteristics, attitudinal 
data and insights about mental models to uncover the 
‘whys’ behind an individual’s behaviour. Insights from 
journey maps often promote empathy among decision 
makers and create dialogue and collaboration as they 
are already in a narrative format. This is unsurprising 
given the fact that, as humans, our brains are hard 
wired for narratives. We think and respond most 
strongly to stories rather than facts because our brain 
detects patterns in information.

While outcomes from journey mapping provide 
valuable insights, it is common to have competing 
interests, needs and priorities among personas 
or parent groups. Therefore, it is important to 
reflect on the key differentiating factors between 
personas to design a roadmap of prioritised actions 
for each group, while making sure that they do not 
compromise the experience of another. It is also 
important to continually map parents’ experiences 
as their child moves through the education system 
to capture changes in experiences and aspiration. 
Parents are more likely to select and continue at a 
school where they feel the people in the school care 
for their children and are attentive to their needs. 

As children now have a growing voice in school 
selection, and because students are in fact the 
‘users’ of the school’s services, mapping the student 
journey can also be useful to gain a holistic view. By 
mapping experiences in an ongoing basis, schools 
can get beneath the surface of parents’ priorities 
and aspirations for their child and find the best way 
to connect with prospective and current parents 
and students to improve their overall experience and 
discover new opportunities. Once experiences are 
mapped, it is important to validate, use and connect 
the maps to internal processes (i.e. the people, 
culture, data, technology, and organisational systems 
and processes) to enable effective interventions. 

Understanding what parents want  (continued)
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Behavioural science and behavioural economics 
(particularly cost-effective ‘nudges’) have been 
increasingly used to gently push parents towards 
better education decisions and higher educational 
attainment for their child. The nudge theory is a 
concept that describes the behaviour and decision 
making of a group or individuals – especially for 
decisions that are difficult and rare, when people 
do not receive prompt feedback, or when they have 
trouble translating aspects of a situation into terms 
they can easily understand. Those who determine 
how information is presented, also labelled as ‘choice 
architects’ by Thaler and Sunstein (2008), have the 
ability to ‘nudge’ decision-makers to make wiser 
choices without restricting any options.

School choice is an active decision-making activity 
that requires an individual to have sufficient 
information, capacity, skills and motivation to 
make decisions. Therefore, choice architects could 
structure choice in a way that supports parents 
to seek information and make better choices. For 
example, a study investigating the design of online 
school profiles and websites found that subtle 
changes to the presentation of information – such as 
the order in which school profiles appear by default, 
school performance, the source and amount of 
information – can lead parents to choose one type of 
school over another. The way information is displayed 
and what is presented could attract people’s attention 
(increasing the likelihood of a brand coming to mind) 
and influence their attitudes and behaviours. This 
is important for schools to note because parents’ 
perception of a school and experience in their 
enrolment journey typically occur even before their 
first contact with the school.

As parents continue to evaluate their choice 
throughout their child’s education, it is important 
for schools to go beyond their vision and mission 
statement and continue to highlight the school’s 

Tapping into behavioural science

core values and ensure parents feel that they and 
their child are genuinely cared for and feel a sense of 
belonging. ‘Person-environment congruence’ refers to 
the degree of fit between someone’s values and their 
surroundings. This can predict people’s attraction 
towards, satisfaction with and stability in their 
preferences with a given environment, On the other 
hand, ‘cognitive dissonance’ refers to inconsistencies 
between a person’s thoughts and their environment. 
This can result in dissatisfaction as people feel 
discomfort when their attitudes and beliefs do not 
match their behaviour. Schools can promote a better 
person-environment congruence by employing 
continual information nudges and making this salient, 
such as by communicating the school’s core values, 
innovative initiatives and performances to reinforce 
alignment and strengthen parents’ rationalisation that 
they have made the right school choice.

Values are the guiding principles behind every 
decision a school makes, and they influence attitudes, 
beliefs, traits and norms. While there may be an 
increase in school competition due to the recent 
growth in Independent education and emerging 
factors in school choice, schools should not waver in 
the core values they hold strongly which sets them 
apart from other schools. Instead of focusing on 
being better than their neighbouring schools, they 
would do well to focus on establishing a high-quality 
educational environment that maximises student 
outcomes in their own context.

Effective communication strategy is critical in building 
solid community engagement. Along with students’ 
connectedness to schools, the level of connection 
parents feel about their child’s school has emerged as 
a key factor in building positive educational outcomes. 
Schools can encourage a stronger level of connection 
and experience by identifying any behavioural 
barriers or pain points such as excessive enrolment 
procedures or paperwork.
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Additionally, to align prospective and current parents’ 
needs and increase their engagement, school 
communicators could consider the following actions:

1 	 seek to understand the needs of their audiences 
and their sentiment 

2 	 define the desired behavioural and emotional 
outcomes the communication is targeting, and 

3 	 develop succinct communication and content 
that could aid behavioural change and action 
and drive emotional connection.

Everything prospective and current parents feel and 
experience in each of the school’s touchpoints is 
indeed a reflection of the whole school. Undeniably, 
internal branding (i.e. experience) and the bid to win 
hearts and minds is as important as external branding 
(i.e. marketing).

Evidence-informed decision-making in education 
focuses on promoting and encouraging the use of 
research evidence in teaching practice and student 
learning. As students spend more than half their 
time outside school, it is also important to involve 
parents as collaborators and actors in the research 
process. Cumulative evidence from research points 
to substantial benefits in student outcomes by 
improving the teacher-family-student partnership. 
Collaborative research developed jointly by research 
practitioners and parents could support a better 
understanding of parents’ aims for their child’s 
schooling. It could also provide a more nuanced 
view of parents’ actual behaviour and practices, 
rather than relying on descriptions and recounted 
actions. The best laid research efforts in school may 
fall short if parents or carers who provide support 
and resources outside of school are not included in 
research initiatives. 

Lastly, research is only useful if conducted with the 
right intention and with rigor. It is also important 
that the insights can be accessed, understood 
and implemented appropriately. A combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods can be used in 
the research process to gain a deeper understanding 
of what really matters for parents. For example, 
quantitative research collecting parent-level data, 
matching survey responses to actual behaviour, and 
statistical analysis that differentiates (to the extent 
possible) between correlation and causation can 
produce valuable quantitative insights. Qualitative 
research such as the JTBD approach or journey 
mapping in the form of interviews, collected stories, 
informal conversations and notes on observed 
activities can provide equally constructive insights. 

The effects from research are often gradual and 
indirect, and therefore the culture of an organisation 
becomes a key driver in determining whether  
and how well research insights are translated into 
practice. Shifting the focus on whether evidence  
is used to how evidence is used is necessary in 
building a research-engaged school culture.  
Using evidence in decision making is complex  
as it needs to be supported by a combination of 
individual and organisational enabling components. 
For example, there are behavioural factors to consider 
such as the capacity (i.e. research capacity and skills 
to access and make sense of evidence), opportunity  
(i.e. active support from the leadership team for using 
research) and motivation (i.e. intrinsic or extrinsic 
form) that enable the use of evidence. As depicted 
in the evidence-informed decision-making (EIDM) 
conceptual framework below, the evidence-informed 
decision process is influenced by multiple factors 
such as intervention types and levels; mechanisms 
and intermediary behavioural outcomes.  

Tapping into behavioural  science   (continued)
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One major benefit of applying behavioral science is the ability to make low-cost, easily scalable solutions within 
existing systems, rather than making transformational changes in the education system. Simple changes 
in choice architecture, messaging and framing, or providing reminders, tools and checklists could make a 
significant difference in improving parents’ overall experience with the school. Applying behavioural science 
principles and strategies can enable schools to draw underlying behavioural mechanisms and develop highly 
tailored approach to student and parent support.

Tapping into behavioural  science in practice   (continued)
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As families have different experiences and an 
interplay of factors that influence their decisions, 
school choice research needs to explore parents’ 
priorities from schooling. Ultimately, parents hope 
that the school they choose for their child will provide 
a positive experience to build their child’s academic, 
social and emotional skills.  As parents remain 
immersed in their choice and child’s education over 
a long period of time, it is important to monitor their 
needs and emotions by considering the environments 
that make up their experiences. A school’s culture 
needs to encourage empathy for parents, question 
norms and biases and promote curiosity to truly 
understand and support parents throughout their 
child’s education. 

Schools should continue investing in developing their 
relationships with parents (and local communities) 
to encourage informed school choice decisions 
that align with their values, perceptions, beliefs 
and behaviour. The benefits of school choice will 
only materialise in an environment where parents, 
students, external stakeholders and the local 
community can participate and engage in the school 
and have their voices heard and appreciated. As 
schools may face a future where education disruption 
is the norm, those that are armed with insights about 
trends shaping education and their community’s 
experiences are more likely to cut through the noise 
and continue to engage, grow and innovate.

Conclusion

Questions for school leaders

1 	 What are your students’ parents trying 
to accomplish in sending their child to 
your school and what are the key success 
criteria they use to determine if they 
have accomplished their aims?

2 	 How well do you know the experiences 
of your school community? What drives 
positive experiences and satisfaction 
and what are the behavioural barriers?

3 	 To what extent are you reinforcing and 
promoting the core values of your school 
to your prospective and current parents? 
How well do the behaviours of your 
school community reflect the values of 
your school?

4 	 How well is your school engaging 
with parents and fostering strong 
parent-school relationships?

5 	 To what extent does your school 
encourage a research-engaged 
leadership and culture?

6 	 How much of your parent engagement 
policies and practices are based on 
research evidence in your school 
context? 

7 	 Is your school considering using  
behavioural science (if not already) in  
supporting interventions?
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