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INTRODUCTION 

Catholic schools have a particular ethos, an element that gives them a specific identity, that is said 
to provide an educational environment that is distinct and unique, but which is also related to the 
position of Catholic schools within the wider structure of Australian schooling and influenced by its 
traditions and history. This distinctiveness, or ethos is described as the special character or spirit 
of the school (O’Donell 1986:6), and while ethos is something so impalpable as ‘the spirit of the 
school’ or ‘school climate’, it has real social consequences, since it is this climate which creates 
difference; difference in the everyday reality of school life and also in the macro social world of 
markets and choice. It will be argued that the difference created by the ethos of Catholic schools 
provides a form of social capital and opportunities in the acquisition of positional goods (Hirsch 
1976) and self goods, the purchase of education in order to fashion identity and sense of self 
(Foucault 1991: 142). 

In this paper the issues of Catholic schools, ethos and choice will be examined in regard to a 
school that I have called Blessed Family Primary, a Catholic primary school in north west Sydney, 
the site of ethnographic research where I set out to examine the development of moral order in the 
first year of school. It will be argued that Catholic ethos creates a strong sense of difference, and 
is a strong element in the creation of school choice, and positions Blessed Family Primary within 
the educational marketplace. 

 

 



AUSTRALIAN CATHOLICS 

Australian Catholic schools are no longer the bastion of a single faith structure catering only for 
children of a particular religious or ethnic subculture, since the composition of the Australian 
Catholic Church has altered through changing patterns of migration (Dixon 1996) and social 
mobility (Collins 1991). An essential question exists as to whether Catholic schools are private 
schools with connotations of prestige and material or social advantage, or whether they are 
‘independent religious schools’ (Anderson 1988). Anderson contends that Catholic schools in 
Australia occupy an ambiguous place since they still claim to be schools of ‘subcultural 
maintenance’ and ethnicity, yet at the same time they are described as community schools serving 
the children of a particular locality or parish some of which are in areas of socio-cultural 
deprivation (Anderson, 1992 218-221). Catholic schools also include those in more affluent 
suburbs and run and controlled by particular religious orders, and these schools maintain the 
traditional class bias of Australian/Irish Catholicism (McGrath 1989). They are schools that Connell 
(1984) and Anderson would describe as elite, as they ‘help to reproduce the ruling strata of 
society, socializing the young in values of traditional leadership and conservative citizenship’ 
(Anderson, 1992: 220). Yet all these different types of schools describe themselves as Catholic in 
terms of ethos and culture. 

When Australian Catholics speak and write of Catholic identity they tend to describe an 
experience of Catholicism that is related to Catholic schools and the learned experience of 
regulation and order. Australian Catholicism had a particular identity that was essentially poor, 
working class and Irish (O’Farrell 1992), a church that has been described by Catholic writers as 
‘tribal’ (McLaughlin 2000: 28), ‘a ghetto’ (Campion 1982: 27); a church for a subculture and a 
religion that was about loyalty to the group (Campion 1984:51). 

‘Catholics viewed the world from a vantage point that was self consciously different 
from the rest of the surrounding society. Whether the difference was maintained 
with a sense of triumph or persecution, there were clearly defined answers to the 
questions which established right from wrong, made salvation possible for all within 
the Church, and rendered the boundaries of Catholicism firm and central (Massam 
1996: 53). 

O’Farrell (1992) argues that for the Church the schools were an essential part of the separation 
from what was perceived as a hostile society, and the objective of Catholic schools was as Father 
P. J. Hartigan was to observe, ‘to make them Catholic in spite of themselves’. Part of this 
separation was that from the beginning state schools were perceived as the negative ‘other’, since 
as Bishop Vaughan the second Bishop of Sydney argued in 1878, the state schools, ‘contravened 
the first principles of Christian religion and were seed pods of future immorality, infidelity, and 
lawlessness, being calculated to debase the standards of human excellence, and to corrupt the 
political, social and individual life of future citizens’ (Campion 1982: 67). 

CATHOLIC ETHOS 

Pre Vatican II the ethos of Catholic schools was essentially derived from the traditions and ethos 
of the various religious orders that ran the schools and who in most cases, worked under the 
control of the local bishop and diocese. Almost all of the religious orders teaching in Australian 
Catholic schools had been founded as teaching orders with a specific mission of education, 
sometimes aimed at particular social groups. The spirituality and ethos of each order varied and 
was contained within its own rules and traditions. These rules, traditions and rituals encompassed 
every part of the daily life of the school for teachers and pupils, so that teaching was an extension 
of the common life of the religious community (Turner 1992; McCalman1993; Trimingham-Jack 
1997). Most often these traditions were not just religious, but included a particular culture and 
pedagogy and that was further reinforced through teacher training since each order was 



responsible for the teacher training of its own members. Often however, levels of education and 
teacher training were often quite minimal, especially in the case of nuns (Traviss 2000: 142), 
decisions about this being made not by religious themselves, but by the bishops (McGrath1989: 
136). The training that these religious received in the traditions, ethos and the particular spirituality 
of each order was extensive (Turner 1992: 232). 

Underscoring the ethos of all types of Australian Catholic schools right from the very beginning, 
and encouraged by the Bishops was the belief that Catholic ethos was not simply morality or faith. 
It was also associated with a strong commitment to social mobility and social advancement. 
Underlying the strong emphasis on moral training was a belief that combined with education this 
moral training it would provide opportunities for the beleaguered Irish working class, and 
improvement in the financial and social status of Catholics (Dixon 1996: 170). Bright students 
were selected from the parish schools for scholarships to the more elite colleges, and there was a 
constant emphasis on academic success, despite the lack of resources, and overworked and 
untrained teachers (Fahy 1992:17). Gradually the emphasis on academic success and social 
mobility that was such a force within all levels and types of Catholic schools began to produce 
results which is mirrored in the patterns of Catholic social class as described by O’Farrell (1992). 

Now, rather than seeing themselves as part of a religious or ethnic sub group Australian Catholics 
see themselves as having ‘socially arrived’. Using ABS statistics and 1991 census data related to 
income, employment, and levels of education, Dixon (1996) argues there has been a continuing 
movement of Australian Catholics into the middle class. Changing migration patterns have meant 
that the ethnic composition of the Australia church has changed as more and more migrants from 
Southern and Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and Asia and South America have arrived and 
broken the Irish/Australian hegemony with at least one-quarter of Catholics being born overseas 
(Dixon 1996: 62-65) and 22 percent having at least one overseas born parent. That is, at least 47 
percent of Catholics were either born overseas or are second generation Australians. 

As well the old religious certainties have become a thing of the past, and Australian Catholics are 
less concerned with religious participation and observance (Collins 1991). Although there are 
pockets of conservatism within the Australian church, the old rigidities have disappeared and as 
Paul Collins argues, more and more Australian Catholics describe them selves as ‘cultural 
Catholics’. That is, they maintain an understanding of themselves as Catholic but are perhaps 
alienated from various church teachings on contraception divorce or homosexuality, and are not 
involved in Catholic practice. As Dixon pointed out only 18-19% of Australian Catholics take part in 
the parish system or could be described as regular Mass goers. However they want their children 
to be educated in Catholic schools just as they were, and indeed for many cultural Catholics the 
only Church institution they have contact with is the Catholic school. Dennis McLaughlin (1999) 
surveyed more than 600 students at the Australian Catholic University, most of who are future 
teachers in Catholic schools, and he found that amongst this particular group, more and more 
young Australian Catholics are what he describes as ‘communal Catholics’. They have a selective 
approach to affiliation with Catholicism, in that they are loyal to the Catholic Church collectivity and 
sympathetic towards its heritage, but refuse unilaterally to acknowledge the authority of 
institutional church leadership. They are sceptical about issues of hypocrisy, and searching for a 
more ‘authentic’ church particularly in regard to issues of social justice. 

The changing nature of Australian Catholicism raises questions about the ‘Catholicity’ of Catholic 
schools and just how ‘Catholic’ they are, since the old religious absolutes that were an essential 
part of Australian Catholic schools when they were the schools for a beleaguered ethnic and 
religious sub group are gone. Often all that remains of these religious certainties in Catholic 
schools are the names and architecture that reflect the particular religious iconography of 
Irish/Australian Catholicism. Statistics from the Sydney Archdiocese contend that about 15% of 
children at Catholic schools are not Catholic, and the numbers are growing. Of those who are, 
between 25-50% come from homes where there is little or no commitment to Catholic faith 



(Lambert 1990: 45). Almost all teachers are lay teachers, including numbers of teachers who were 
former members of religious orders. Within the literature, debates vary about how to handle the 
move away from the religious commitment and absolutism of the past, and how schools should 
cater for this within a church which is itself in a state of change. Carmel Leavey argues that the 
role of the Catholic school is to act as a kind of ‘holding place’ for children of parents who make no 
real commitment to Catholicism but ‘who are not sure that the amalgam of values that must force 
of circumstances dominate state schools and colonize their children’s attitudes and behaviour are 
those they want for their children but at the same time parents are not strongly committed to strict 
Catholic practice and ritual’ (Leavey 1994: 23). Her notion of ‘holding place’ carries with it an 
understanding that through the influence of the Catholic school those children will retain some 
commitment however tenuous to the Church, and while not quite seeing state schools as ‘the seed 
pods of future immorality’, as described earlier by Bishop Vaughan, it is still a view that holds state 
schools as ‘other’. 

Now, Instead of religious certainty, strict religious participation and a sense of separation from the 
rest of Australian society what is now seen as making Catholic schools different, and what is 
identified as providing them with a special character, is described in terms of ethos, although as 
Losito (2000) argues to come to an understanding about what is distinctive about Catholic ethos is 
extremely difficult. In some ways it is taken for granted, as being an essential unquestioned part of 
Catholicism, the questioning of which is only happening recently as Catholic schools are no longer 
run by various religious orders and there is questioning of the nature of Catholicism itself. Writers 
such as Carr, Haldane, McLaughlin and Pring (1995) contend that there is no really distinctive 
Catholic philosophy of education to be seen in the same way as other philosophies of education 
such as Pragmatism or Marxism. They argue that the most influential text, regarded by some as a 
Catholic philosophy of education is Education at the Crossroads, published in 1943, by Maritain, a 
French philosopher and convert to Catholicism. Maritain was strongly influenced by the writings of 
Thomas Aquinas, and he argued that Catholic education was made sense of by its telos or goal, 
since human beings, as Aquinas argued, are rational animals with a transcendent destiny. The 
ultimate goal of education is union with God (Maritain 1943). We are however, Aquinas argues, 
also social animals, and the values that will lead us to heaven are those that constitute ‘the 
common good’ and these are those values which are inherently social, and so, ‘the possibility of 
realising oneself as a person depends upon one’s participation in the collective life of members of 
one’s own kind’ (Carr, Haldane, McLauglin & Pring 1995: 164). At the same time education is 
concerned with developing intellectual potential and theoretical knowledge and rational powers 
that will also lead to God. 

While Vatican II has been described as a paradigm shift for the whole church from medievalism to 
post-modernity, particularly the image of the Church and its relationship with the rest of the world 
(Bryk, Lee & Holland 1993: 47-53), the Vatican document The Catholic School called for a new 
school environment where schools would act as ‘the leaven of the community’, and which argued 
that schools should be actively engaged with the community. It also pointed out that schools 
should be actively engaged ‘to teach the message of hope, to build community, and to serve all 
mankind, so that above all, schools should be instruments of social justice’ (Bryk Lee & Holland 
1993: 53). Following Aquinas it also argued that the religiosity of schools should involve a search 
for meaning, and therefore the ethos of Catholic schools should involve the metaphor of a journey, 
a journey that involves the relationship between intellectual development, religious faith and 
personal growth (Redden & Ryan 1957). This journey should provide an emphasis on spirituality 
rather than materiality, since it is based on an understanding of human existence that sees people 
as inherently religious and while the ultimate destination of the journey is seen in terms of faith 
and growth, it is one that is fixed within the social world (O’Donnell 1998: 6). This metaphor also 
includes the rituals of school life, since these rituals are identified as an expression of the spiritual 
dimension of faith and religious ideas, displayed through ritual and religious practice. The journey 
of faith is identified as maintaining the traditions of specific Catholic practice and traditions (Flynn: 
1993: 33-56). 



This metaphor of the journey, the emphasis on community, the search for truth and concern for 
social needs can also be seen in the vision statement, ‘Australian Catholic Schools’ published by 
the National Commission of Catholic Education (2001). It expresses concern about discovering 
meaning and developing human potential, and describes the ethos of Catholic schools in terms of: 

‘Each human being is a unique creation made in God’s image and therefore 
possessed of human dignity. 

Catholic Education is about learning what it is to be human and that in Jesus Christ 
we have a model of what it means to be truly human. 

Catholic education is a means of discovering a meaning in life, of developing the 
human potential and liberating and empowering individuals to be responsible for 
their lives and to contribute to the society in which they live. 

Catholic Education, shaped by the continuing search for truth, serves the true and 
enduring needs of our society. 

Catholic Education enables an integration of faith, life and culture’ (National 
Catholic Education Commission 2001). 

The ethos of Australian Catholic schools is therefore seen in terms of the metaphor of the journey 
of faith, fixed in the social world, and of developing human and intellectual potential, and Catholic 
ethos can therefore be seen not just in terms of spirituality, but also as a form of social capital. In 
their analysis of Catholic schools in the United States, Coleman and Hoffer (1987) argue that 
Catholic ethos is a form of social capital that makes them different from public schools, which are 
pluralistic and lack a central core of values. In a society where there is a break down in community 
and family and other social networks and where there is a stress on individualism, they argue 
Catholic schools, stress values and expectations that are underwritten by tradition, belief, and a 
sense of community. Coleman and Hoffer point to the lower drop out rates, and the better 
academic results of US Catholic High Schools as evidence of this greater social capital at work. 

Following on from the work of Coleman and Hoffer, Australian studies of Catholic schools have 
also argued that Catholic ethos and pastoral care provide a form of social capital. Mok & Flynn 
(1998) examined Higher School Certificate results for Sydney Catholic High schools and found 
that students performed better than their socio-economic backgrounds would have indicated . 
Students and parents in the study all claimed that it was the supportive milieu and the emphasis 
on pastoral care as well the perceived quality of school life that was an important factor in this 
success. It was seen as providing a sense of belonging, security and an emphasis on 
achievement all in a caring environment. 

Indeed, Flynn, in a longitudinal study of Catholic schools between 1972-1993 also found that 
parents chose Catholic schools because of this emphasis on community and pastoral care. They 
saw Catholic schools as providing social opportunities through an emphasis on discipline and 
academic achievement. Parents wanted the independent nature of Catholic schools and they way 
that they provided something ‘other’ than the state system. Like the parents in the Coleman and 
Hoffer study in the United States such parents saw Catholic ethos as a way of acquiring positional 
and self-goods for their children. However over the period of the study Flynn also noted the 
decline in the religious dimension of Catholic schools. 

In 1997 Sydney Archdiocese commissioned a study by a market research company to find out 
why parents did (or did not choose) a Catholic school. It showed that parents saw education as 
being values related. Essentially what parents wanted was pastoral care, for the school to instill 
values and virtues of character development, disciplinary standards and lastly religious instruction. 



As well they also chose the schools for the more tangible social aspects such as academic 
reputation, perceived higher standards of education and quality of teachers. Academic 
achievement was cited by 93% of parents surveyed as being important, and they felt that this was 
not available in their local public school (Canavan 1995). This was similar to the arguments of 
Quillian and Ryan (1994) who pointed out that it was pastoral care, the interactions between 
school and students that were of the utmost importance to parents, and that religion or ‘catholicity’ 
was of minor importance. 

‘In the 1990s a fairly concise picture of the qualities that existing ‘clients’ value 
seems to present itself. Research seems to indicate that parents and students 
indicate their values to be in this type of priority order: First comes the caring 
environment, followed by the quality of teacher-student interaction, then teacher 
commitment and academic excellence. Only then, in fifth place, comes the teaching 
of faith, followed by discipline!’(Quillian & Ryan 1994: 91). 

The arguments appear to suggest that a consequence of Catholic ethos is that it provides 
advantages in terms of material and academic success. The metaphor of the journey, the search 
for meaning in truth and religion is continued in the social and academic sphere and leads to ‘pay 
offs’ in secular subjects and later academic success. In his ethnographic study of a Catholic boy’s 
school in Adelaide that he called St Thomas, Van Eyk contends that school ethos provided a 
culture of learning. The emphasis on pastoral care, and the emphasis on discipline and behaviour 
meant that parents (many of whom were first generation Italian and Greek migrants), believed that 
their sons would acquire social skills that would stand them in good stead when they left school 
and would give them an advantage later in the job market. Parents had chosen the school 
because it provided an alternative to the state system, and some of the benefits of an elite school 
but without the high fees. Parents had a perception that better discipline in the school was evident 
in such things as school uniform, control over behaviour and emphasis on social skills. In Van 
Eyk’s study Catholic ethos meant those parents were looking to buy without excessive cost, a safe 
haven for their sons. Pastoral care, the inculcation of social norms and values and a sense of 
community, described in terms of religiosity and Catholicity through the metaphor of the journey, 
promised improved academic success and later differential access to the labour market and it was 
through an understanding of this that St Thomas had secured its place. 

MARKETS 

Now, instead of being condemned by the clergy and bishops to eternal damnation if they failed to 
send their children to Catholic schools as they were in the past, or remaining as the schools of a 
religious and ethnic subculture Catholic schools now are part of a process of marketing and 
marketing techniques. The marketisation of education where education is seen as a commodity, 
and where the principles and practices of the market apply as described by Lindgard Knight and 
Porter (1993) and Apple (1989; 2001) and changing Commonwealth Government policies that 
espouse a rhetoric of 'choice’ have had considerable impact. Further, it raises questions about the 
nature of Catholic schools in relation to this market. Are they private schools providing a particular 
form of social capital and connotations of prestige and material advantage, that is a form of social 
capital that is then able to be marketed or are they religious or community schools? Within the 
marketisation of education they are seen as private schools and as such as Chubb and Moe 
(1990) would claim regarding schools in the United States, they become part of a process 
whereby private schools are presented as the ideal. A process which Marginson(1997) argues 
was established in Australia after the 1973 Karmel Report and the establishment of heavy 
government subsidies which created a protected education industry, of which Catholic schools 
have become and entrenched part. To say that Catholic schools are community schools for a 
religious and ethnic subculture is difficult, since there is a decline in the commitment to religious 
faith, the ethnic composition of Australian Catholics is in a radical state of change and the 
numbers of non-Catholic children in Catholic schools is increasing, as well as the lack of religious 



commitment among those who still describe themselves as Catholic. Instead, it has meant that 
Catholic schools now fit into a situation that Brown describes as ‘parentocracy’, where a child’s 
education is increasingly dependent of the wealth and wishes of the parents (Brown 1990: 66). 
Ball et al (1995) also point to the interplay between social class cultural capital and choice within 
the market system, and so this obviously leads to questions about where Australian Catholic 
schools fit within this ‘fiction of market freedom’ (Bowe, Ball and Gold 1992:32). 

Hurley (1997) contends that the failure of Catholic schools to really address and discuss this, and 
the fact that they prefer to talk about something as nebulous as ‘ethos’ is part of the current 
Catholic cultural cringe. ‘We now talk about culture outcomes, environment, climate vision and 
ethos. Many of these terms are translated from an industry or management model and perhaps 
we now see Catholic education as an industry’ (Hurley 1997: 6) He further argues that Catholic 
schools are now catering for a market with a clientele who no longer seek the cultural maitenance 
and religiosity of the past, but who say they want a ‘religious atmosphere, something defined as 
‘ethos’ Hurley 1997: 6). He contends that what is meant by ethos- attitudes to discipline, academic 
success and achievement, spirit and a sense of community and ‘a certain warmth about the place’ 
are not exclusive to Catholic schools, but are the elements of any good school. He further argues 
that the ethos of Catholic schools has begun to develop into something that positions them within 
a market and gives them an edge. 

Other writers also contend that Catholic schools had been seduced by the secular culture and 
succeeded within it (McLaughlin 2000:23), while Pring further argues that the list of virtues that are 
associated with ‘the distinctly Christian form of life do not include enterprise and entrepeneurship’ 
(Pring 1996: 69). He further contends that, instead of being the ‘leaven of society’ as advocated by 
Vatican documents, Catholic schools have adopted pecuniary interests and now compete to 
generate an upwardly mobile Catholic middle- class that is undistinguishable from the rest of 
society. 

BLESSED FAMILY 

Blessed Family Primary School is a pseudonym for a large Catholic systemic primary school of 
about 850 students located in the suburb of Banksia Hills in the NW suburbs of Sydney. In the part 
of Sydney known as ‘The Hills District‘, Banksia Hills is part of the Garden Shire’, a suburb of 
space, parks, trees and detached houses with large gardens and swimming pools. Although 
largely made up of brick veneer houses built about twenty years ago, Banksia Hills is still in the 
process of being developed as new housing estates and subdivisions are created and sold to 
accommodate ‘executive homes’. Although not as expensive as suburbs closer to the city, and 
despite being close to the industrial areas of western Sydney, the area has a reputation as 
somewhere that is up and ‘coming’ somewhere for the aspiring middle classes. It is an area where 
most people are buying their own home, an area of high average household income and where 
ABS statistics point to it as an area in which most of the adults are either managers, 
administrators, professionals or owners of small businesses. While it is described by the teachers 
and parents at Blessed Family as middle class one teacher described the parents as ‘kings of the 
west’, saying that while she thought there was a façade of middle class success and parents had 
achieved status ‘out west’, it was a limited kind of status and she implicitly queried whether the 
façade of social and financial success had any basis. On another occasion she described some of 
the parents as ‘try hards’ a term which grasps the sense of social aspiration. 

POSITIONAL GOODS 

I want to argue that the parents at Blessed Family were making their school choice based around 
the acquisition of positional and self goods, since these are what Catholic schools, through 
Catholic ethos and pastoral care are seen to provide. Positional goods in education, provide 
students with relative advantage in the competition for jobs, income social standing and prestige. 



In other words they are status goods, and amongst other things some parents gain social status 
when their child is enrolled at a particular school. Positional goods also include credentials used in 
the transition to labour markets, In other words they are generally recognised as providing some 
type of advantage and Hirsch describes it thus: 

"By positional competition is meant competition that is fundamentally for a higher 
place within some explicit or implicit hierarchy and thereby yields gains for some 
only by dint of loss for others. Positional competition in the language of game 
theory, is a zero sum game: what winners win, losers lose.' ’Hirsch 1976: 52). 

I examined the reasons parents were choosing to send their children to Blessed Family and like all 
Catholic schools Blessed Family has a policy of interviewing all parents before the child is 
enrolled. One of the most consistent reasons that parents gave for school choice was because 
they saw Blessed Family as a middle class school and as the Principal said, ‘We’re seen as the 
middle class school around here.’ One Year 6 teacher described it somewhat differently. ‘It’s not 
like my old school, Holy Mother near Mt West- we don’t get any beer garden kids here.’ In other 
words the schools position in a middle class suburb was also one of conscious respectability, and 
social aspiration, of parents who were concerned with protecting their children and their future. 
Blessed Family was seen as ‘having a good reputation’, one related to social mobility and middle 
class success and providing some form of positional advantage. It is a school that is relatively 
oversubscribed and parents who choose to send their children there make a point of enrolling 
them early. Indeed the full enrolment itself works as a form of surrogate reassurance about quality; 
parents want their child in a school that others see as providing quality, and parents don’t want to 
be left behind in the zero sum game. It also works as a form of continuity and commonality in the 
sense that they are choosing the same kind of school as their friends or those from the same 
social group. 

The Principal described the school’s reputation as ‘one they had heard around the traps’, meaning 
that parents relied on multiple sources for acquiring this information. Parents told of finding out 
about the school through talking: to neighbours, relatives, people at work, outside the Pre-school, 
to other parents at occasions such as soccer or ballet classes, at Tupperware parties, or noticing 
children from the school at the local shopping centres. As Ball argues in his study of school choice 
in Britain, 

‘Parents’ general suspicions are often supported by first hand reports. The middle 
class respondents were more likely to refer to multiple sources of information 
relating to the reputations and practices of the schools they were considering, and 
those they had dismissed (Ball 1995: 56). 

The reputation of Blessed Family is one comprising discipline codes, enforced school uniform 
policy and good academic background. Academic background was considered important by most 
families even in primary school since this was seen as a way of ensuring access to further 
educational opportunities and access to the right kind of secondary school. Positional advantage 
has to be maintained and planned for. As Marginson also argues, the choice of primary school 
was a strategic decision that involved the careful planning of the child’s school career, and the 
choices that are socially and educationally specific. As he further attests ‘even some institutions 
offering early childhood education take on a positional importance, because they are seen as 
superior pathways to the key institutions at later levels’ (Marginson 1997: 43). This planning is 
important as Catholic secondary schools require a reference from the Parish Priest and the 
Principal of the primary school, before the child can be enrolled and the process is much easier if 
the child has already been to a Catholic primary school. As a way of selecting at the point of entry, 
private schools also ask for references. At the end of Year 6 almost all the children from Blessed 
Family went on to either independent Catholic schools nearby, or the large co-educational 
Catholic High school in the next suburb. Each year several get places at Selective State High 



Schools, and some go to the several elite non-Catholic schools near Parramatta. Only a very 
small number go to the local comprehensive high schools and of those who do the general staff 
room consensus was that these children were from ‘difficult backgrounds’, that is, split families or 
children who have difficulty being accepted at private schools. 

Positional competition also comprised the sense of being different to the public primary schools in 
the area, a view that was held by both parents and teachers alike. State schools were seen as 
‘other’, an inadvertent choice made by parents who won’t or can’t make a more informed or 
responsible choice. Or as the Music teacher, a school identity, whose views were strongly 
reinforced in the staff room stated, they were the children of parents ‘who had given up’, a choice 
made by default. 

Positional goods of academic success and middle class values that parents often stated as 
reasons for choosing the school were often not stated baldly, rather in terms of ‘other’, and this 
included other Catholic schools. The Catholic school in Banksia Hills South was too close to the 
main road, and was right next to the M2 motorway. The suburb was older and lacked the prestige 
(something reflected in real estate prices) and was not so desirable as newer development closer 
to Blessed Family. It was also part of a parish that follows a line of Catholicism that is more 
‘Charismatic’, with at least one Mass each weekend being a charismatic Mass. One mother who 
had never been to one of these Masses at Banksia Hills South said she thought that it would 
probably be ‘like something out of the Blues Brothers movie’, but this emphasis on such a 
particular version of Catholicism was seen by a number of parents and teachers as unsettling and 
outside the mainstream. Catholic schools further out in newer suburbs were seen as somewhat 
‘risky’ since they were new and untried with uncertain and yet to be made reputations and many 
parents were prepared to drive quite long distances to bring their children to Blessed Family. As 
one mother explained: 

‘I don’t mind the drive and when David starts Kindy I can bring them both…We 
knew Blessed Family was a good school…we weren’t sure when Our Lady’s at 
Smithville was going to open… Then it opened… but we weren’t so sure about it. 
It’s only small and even now they don’t have all the classes so you really don’t 
know what it will be like, you can’t tell really…anyway we’d decided on Blessed 
Family. Mrs B. 

Other parents chose to drive their children from suburbs further west where there was also a 
Catholic primary school, but this was close to large areas of public housing seen as having a 
‘mixed’ social background with its positional goods therefore doubtful. One mother described the 
choice of Blessed Family as being part of a continuum of social mobility 

‘We’re looking to buy a house around here…we want something bigger and we 
wanted somewhere nice for the girls…right now we’re living out near Mt West, but I 
can drive them on my way to work and then pick them up from OOSH and we 
thought why move them a couple of times?…This way they can make friends 
before we move. Mrs. M. 

Seeing the choice of Blessed Family as a positional good was also evident in the way that parents 
saw its solid academic reputation as a form of insurance. Like the middle class respondents in 
Michael Pusey’s Middle Australia Project ( Pusey 1998) they had a sense of unease about their 
children’s future, concerns about the hollowing out of the middle class, and concerns about the 
quality of life declining. Parents at Blessed Family expressed fears that ‘things are harder now’, 
and they felt that as those in the middle they had been the losers and born the brunt of economic 
change. They maintained a sense of unease about their own and their children’s future and 
therefore it was even more important to plan ahead. Mrs. Micaleff was a teacher at Blessed 
Family, her daughter was at the school, her son had been educated there, and her husband was a 



teacher at a Catholic high school. Her parents were Ukrainian migrants who had come to Australia 
after World War II and her father had worked in the Newcastle steelworks. Her children’s 
education was carefully planned and she exemplifies this concern with change and middle class 
aspiration: 

‘Mum and Dad worked really hard for us and they told us to work hard at 
school…so did George’s (husband) parents. His Dad had a truck and workedreally 
hard...I tell my kids to do well at school, to get some skills and get a good 
education…I tell them it is the one thing you can’t have taken away from you. 
George’s brother had a good job and was making lots of money. He was telling 
Mathew (son) that you don’t have to go to university. Then he was retrenched. Look 
at him now- he has a lovely home, and all that, but he has no job. So how long will 
it all last? He’s even older than George and I wonder what is going to happen…It’s 
even harder now than it was for George and me. I wanted to get out of Newcastle 
and the only way my father would let me go was if I went to the Catholic Teachers 
College at North Sydney and lived with my married sister. That’s when I met 
George. We have a nice home now but it hasn’t been easy and I’ve always worked. 
Even when the kids were little I did casual teaching.’ 

Mrs. Micallef saw her own and her children’s education as a form of insurance against losing 
everything the way her parents had during the war, and she felt that her hold on middle class 
success, that was exemplified in their nice home was stronger than George’s brother who now 
faced an uncertain future. At the same time she was ambitious for her children and saw that the 
kind of education that her children got at Blessed Family-one that she described as ‘solid and 
basic’ as guaranteeing a place for them at State Selective high schools and a more certain future. 

SELF GOODS 

Catholic ethos and the choice of Blessed Family was also situated within the whole process of the 
purchase of education for self goods, since ‘education can be used to build knowledges, 
confidence and relationships, to acquire tastes, sensibilities, language and patterns of 
behaviour.’(Marginson 1997: 46). Marginson argues that the market for self-goods shades into 
that of positional goods and that it can be difficult to draw a line between them. Catholic ethos, 
with its metaphor of the journey and search for truth and growth as well as spirituality as described 
in the Vatican document The Catholic School is also a search for the self, and can be seen as 
being involved in personal reshaping and the process of self-transformation (Rose 1990: 228). 
The purchase of these self goods involves the inculcation of values and beliefs and a moral code 
that is a form of technology allows students to manage their own transformation. Catholic ethos, 
described as the search for truth, and a search to discover ‘the meaning of life’ and a search that 
empowers individuals, and that ‘enables an integration of faith, life and culture’, (National Catholic 
Education Commission: 2001), contains within it personal re-shaping and process of self-
transformation that is encompassed within a particular tradition that is familiar and safe. This 
applied whether parents are described as ‘cultural Catholics’ or ‘communal Catholics’, that even if 
they were no longer committed to Catholic practice or doctrine they still described themselves as 
‘Catholic’. When they make a market choice for self goods, they are making that choice within a 
community with particular values traditions and ‘ethos’ an ethos that separates Catholic schools 
from other private schools within the market. 

Most of the families at Blessed Family described themselves as ‘cultural Catholics’ and, during the 
initial pre enrolment interview most parents tended to hedge around the whole issue of Catholicity, 
as though they were somewhat defensive or uncomfortable about it. They described how ‘they 
intended to get involved soon’ or they ‘were intending to become active members of the parish-
soon’. Their unease intimated that they did not want to be questioned too closely about their 
commitment to Catholicism and as the Principal said, ‘they don’t like you to ask too much about it.’ 



They were quite happy for their child to have five hours of religious instruction each week, and 
most had had the children baptised, ensuring their place within the cultural traditions of the 
Catholic Church, but the teachers did not expect the children to have much knowledge of Catholic 
faith or ritual when they started school. As one teacher, who was strongly committed to her own 
Catholic faith put it more cynically, ‘they’re as Catholic as they need to be to get the kid in here’. 
This view implies that many parent’s level of commitment to Catholicism is as form of social capital 
rather than religious faith. 

A sense of community, and a sense of belonging was also part of the process of buying self goods 
and maintaining a sense of social capital. Blessed Family primary school is part of a large complex 
of buildings that dominated by a large parish church, a Family Day Care Centre, a long day care 
centre for pre-school children, a family crisis centre and a play group. To drive into the car park 
near the church, yields a strong impression that the school is part of a whole network of 
community and pastoral care and in fact the notice near the church facing the main road describes 
it not as a parish but as a ‘Family Centre’. This family aspect of the school and this sense of 
community of parents, teachers and school was evident in the way that so many of the teachers at 
Blessed Family had their own children in the school. Most of the teachers with primary school 
aged children chose to send their children to the school and while it was convenient for them as 
working mothers to do so, there was also a sense among the teachers that Blessed Family was 
good enough for their own children. There was never any time when any teachers said ‘I wouldn’t 
want my kids to come here’, something that can also be seen as a guarantee of quality and 
commitment. It developed as sense of community in the way that teachers mixed and chatted 
before or after school to parents asfellow parents, organising to pick up children or birthday parties 
or holiday activities. 

In terms of self goods parents also wanted to make sure that the school ‘had a nice atmosphere’, 
something that was also often described by the Principal and staff as being part of pastoral care. 
Parents wanted to ensure that their children would be cared for and respected and that the school 
had a ‘nice feeling’ was partly their own familiarity with Catholic schools and the values and 
traditions they knew that the school would promote. At the same time, parents wanted the kind of 
school for their children that ‘would prepare them for life’ and which ‘would teach them values’. 
They wanted their children to develop a set of understandings and values and a sense of self that 
was familiar to them, even if they rejected the practice and ritual. In most cases this acceptance of 
tradition and values was taken for granted. 

‘I went to primary school at Holy Father at Innerwest and then I went to the nuns at 
Our Lady, and Joe went to the brothers. My Mum and Dad and Joe’s Mum and Dad 
are both from Italy, but from different parts and we’ve sort of known each other 
since primary school. We got married at Holy Father and our parents still live near 
there but when we started to look for a house we wanted somewhere better. Even 
though it’s become very expensive around Innerwest I still think its it’s grotty. So 
does Joe, so we came out here. 

I was always in trouble with the nuns and didn’t get on well with them, but we never 
really thought about the public school. We just thought when the kids started school 
they would go to Blessed Family because we’ve always gone to Catholic schools. I 
mean, you know what they’re like, you know what they’re about, and well, we just 
thought well, that’s where they would go. Let’s face it - you know what you’re 
getting’ Mrs. G. 

As well parents also were concerned that ‘the nice atmosphere’ also included concern about who 
their children went to school with. In passing conversation parents mentioned this more in terms of 
issues such as bullying, but there was a concern that they wanted their children ‘to make nice 
friends’ and they wanted some control over who their children were mixing with. Although some 



parents described this in terms of social aspiration - ‘nice’ being middle class, mostly it was seen 
as a way of making sure that their children would not be playing with children who were somewhat 
‘doubtful’ or outside their own social networks and that they would be associating with children 
from families with common values. 

‘Some kids are left on their own or you see them riding around the street late at 
night on their bikes and you just sort of wonder where their parents are. Some of 
them have so many toys and seem to have so much money and you just sort of 
wonder, and then you see them when they’re older just wandering around the 
shopping centre. Its just looking for trouble. Mrs. P. 

  

‘Making nice friends’ also extended to the sense of community that parents wanted not just for 
their children, but also for themselves. Many of the families in the school were traditional nuclear 
families with Dad at work and, especially when the children were younger, with Mum at home and 
mothers often mentioned feeling lonely during this time. ‘Making nice friends’, ‘getting to know 
people at the school’, was not a process of social exclusivity, or building social networks in the 
way that Connell et al(1982) describes in the ruling class schools in Making the Difference, rather 
it was a way of conforming to the suburban ideal, of being part of a suburban network, the ideal 
that they had in mind when they moved to Banksia Hills; the ‘somewhere nice for the girls’ of Mrs. 
M. and the ‘somewhere better than Innerwest’ of Mrs. G. However, many mothers also 
experienced the darker side of the suburban ideal, a sense of loneliness and isolation something 
that they talked about in an indirect way after the death of one of the mothers of the Kindergarten 
children. Home alone with a small baby and with her husband in the Navy for extended periods, 
and her own family in Newcastle, Jake’s mother suffered from post-natal depression, and half way 
through the year took an overdose of prescription drugs. Shocked by her death, many 
kindergarten mothers identified with her sense of feeling alone and isolated, and talked of finding 
the friends they had made through school as a way of breaking out of their own sense of feeling 
apart from everything when they were home alone with young kids. 

Because there was such a network of services available in the Parish, many of the parents got to 
know each other before the children had started school either through the Pre-school or Long Day 
Care. Bringing the children to school and collecting them each afternoon was not a time for a 
quick ‘drop off’, instead a whole social situation developed around this time, especially for those 
parents who did not work full time. Each morning and afternoon the car park was full as parents 
arrived early and congregated around the school talking and socialising. They arrived well dressed 
and prepared to stay and talk, either to other parents or teachers and mothers told of how they 
looked forward to coming down to the school ‘to catch up with everyone’. Helping in the classroom 
listening to children read or working in the school canteen or clothing pool, was a further extension 
of this even though the reasons they gave for wanting to be part of all this volunteering, was ‘for 
the kids’, they also did it for themselves. When the Kindergarten teachers were planning an 
excursion to Taronga Zoo, parents competed for the chance to help out, and there were so many 
volunteers that the teachers selected who would go, and selection was highly prized. The 
socializing and sense of community among parents was further extended when mothers from 
different classes would organize a ‘Mum’s Night Out’, at least once a term. These were not 
occasions that were attended by a sense of duty, instead they were very convivial and friendly and 
where everyone went to have a really good time. Because so many of the families were traditional 
nuclear families, and because so many fathers commuted quite long distances to work each day, 
part of the sense of community that surrounded Blessed Family was one that was essentially one 
built up by, and maintained by mothers. 

 



CONCLUSION 

The position and role of Australian Catholic school has changed from the schools of a 
beleaguered and ethnic subculture to schools which now find themselves competing in a 
marketplace with a clientele that has a changing ethnic and class base. Where the ethos of 
Catholic schools was once defined by the culture and traditions of the various religious orders who 
ran the schools, and a strong commitment to academic success and social mobility, Catholic ethos 
is now described in terms of a culture of learning and a journey that is fixed within the social world. 
The choices made by the parents at Blessed Family Primary in terms of positional and social 
goods exemplifies what C. Wright Mills described as ‘personal troubles that cannot be solved 
merely as troubles, but understood in terms of public issues’(C. Wright Mills 1959: 226). The 
personal troubles and uncertainty they see their children facing, of wanting to ensure positional 
goods and social capital for their children, meant that they made a particular choice. This personal 
choice was further evidenced through wanting their children to acquire particular values and 
understandings and to be able to fashion identity and a sense of self within a community with 
which they were familiar even if they rejected the practice and ritual. The ethos or school climate 
of Blessed Family Primary was a climate that created difference: a difference in both the everyday 
reality of school life, and with respect to the public issue of markets and choice. 
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