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The Enduring Quest for Equity in Education: Comparing Norway and
Australia
It has been a key goal to achieve equity in education in Australia and Norway
over the last fifty years. This article offers a historical case-oriented comparative
analysis of the promotion of equity in education in these two countries. While
equity in education is primarily understood as students’ learning outcomes in
national and international tests, such as the OECD’s PISA studies, the analysis in
this article is based on Espinoza’s distinguish between equality and equity, which
allows for a more complex understanding. The article investigates striking
differences in how the governments in Australia and Norway have attempted to
enhance equity through education, and discusses factors that may have impeded
this process.
Keywords: equity in education; student performance/learning outcome; public
and private education; school funding; governance
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Introduction
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) report,
Education Policy Outlook 2015, is the first systematic study of education policy at the
international level. The aim of the report is “to help countries and policy-makers to
learn from each other with the aim of developing better education policies for better
lives for all citizens » (OECD, 2015, p. 3). One of the prominent topics of the report is
the relationship between quality and equity as high quality education systems combine
high performance and high levels of equity. Thus, in the OECD context, quality seems
to be equivalent to student performance and furthermore, a high level of average student
performance is an indicator for the level of equity in education.
This article is about equity and focuses on Australia and Norway. These are two
countries, which according to the OECD (2012, 2015) scored above average in student
performance in both reading and science, and in which socio-economic factors have
lower impact than the OECD average. However, the strength of the relationship
between student performance and socio-economic background in both subjects is
significantly lower in Norway than in Australia (OECD, 2012, Figure 1.1, p. 15; OECD,
2015, Figure 1.6.6, p. 218). In fact, Norway has the very lowest impact on socioeconomic factors on students’ performance among OECD countries (OECD, 2012). On
the other hand, Australia scored higher in both reading and science than Norway
(OECD, 2012, 2015).
The aim of this article is to compare education policy on equity in Australia and
Norway. They are strikingly different countries, but share relatively high scores in terms
of equity in education. The aim is to paint a more complex picture of the two countries’
strive for equity and the obstacles they encountered, stemming from educational
structures and competing political agendas. Equity has been a key issue in both
Australian and Norwegian education policies over the course of the last fifty years and
this remains the case. However, the point of departure for developing national education
systems and designing policies to promote equity are different in the two countries.
Furthermore, the obstacles in achieving equity also vary significantly across them.
Hence, historical differences in the educational contexts and political structures are
essential in the understanding of the two countries’ efforts in achieving equity in
education. The article therefore goes beyond the present time and will offer a historicalcomparative analysis.
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The OECD reports and the PISA results have received varying degree of
attention by member countries and have had different political impact. In the first PISA
study from 2000, Norway scored around average in reading, science and mathematics.
The perception that the Norwegian school system was one of the best in the world
cracked. PISA 2000 was immediately referred to as “the PISA shock” and was used
political as a lever for educational change. The major education reforms in Norway,
namely the Knowledge Promotion and the National Tests, implemented during the first
decennium after millennium are thus seen as a response to the PISA 2000 and the
OECDs recommendations (Karlsen, 2014). In contrast, both PISA 2000 and PISA 2003
placed Australia among the top-performing nations. Hence, the PISA results hardly
affected Australian education policy, at least in the immediate aftermath of the studies.
However, the political attention to the ranking of Australian education increased sharply
when the Australian students’ performance decreased in the PISA 2006 and again in the
PISA 2009 (Waldow, Takayama and Sung, 2014). The PISA results now started to have
greater influence on Australian education policy, although this differed depending on
the political agenda of those in government (See Gonski et al., 2011; Australian
Government, 2014; Senate, 2014). Nevertheless, international organisations, such as the
OECD, are generally playing an increasingly powerful role in setting the agenda in
national education policy debates - also in relation to equity (Savage, Sellar, and Gorur,
2013).
In Australia, the equity question is particularly apparent in the debates and
controversies around school funding. In April 2010, the Labour Government (20072013) initiated a review on school funding. The mandate was to develop a funding
system that was more fair and effective in promoting excellent educational outcomes for
all Australian students. The Review on Funding for Schooling – Final Report (known as
the Gonski review) (Gonski et al., 2011), addressed inequality and disadvantages in
Australian education and proposed changes to the education system, particularly a new
national needs-based, sector-blind (regardless of government and non-government
sector) funding model. However, the subsequent Liberal Coalition government rejected
the funding model, stating that in the Australian federal system the states and territories
are primarily responsible for their schools, not the Commonwealth (Australian
Government, 2014). The government rejected giving more power to the
Commonwealth in order to ‘return power to where it should be: school principals,
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school communities, parents and the education authorities’ (Australian Government,
2014, p. 5). The Gonski Review and the following debate on school funding, equity and
governance have resulted in a substantial output of journal articles and other
publications addressing these questions (Keating and Klatt, 2013; Kenway, 2013;
Savage et al., 2013; Windle and Stratton, 2013; Campell and Proctor, 2014; Windle,
2014; Hanrahan, 2015; Loughland and Sriprakash, 2016).
Having almost neglected the issue of equity in education in the 1980s and the
1990s (it was generally believed that a high level of equity had already been achieved),
the Norwegian government put equity back on the agenda. Children were not
performing in PISA 2000 as well as expected and the increased dropout rates, related to
socio-economic background, in the upper secondary schools, largely explain the
renewed concern about equity in Norway (See Lamb, Markussen, Teese, Sandberg, and
Polesel, 2011). In addition, the American ‘No Child Left Behind’ policy had
ramifications for Norwegian policy. In 2006, the Norwegian government submitted a
report to the Parliament with the telling title “… No One Left Behind. Early
Intervention for Lifelong Learning” (St. meld.nr. 16 [2006-2007]). The main
recommendation of the report was early intervention (from kindergarten and grade 1) to
prevent inequality later on.
Even if Norway, according to the OECD (2012, 2015), is the country with the
lowest impact on socio-economic factors on students’ performance, a political
consensus has been reached that there are still demonstrable social and geographical
differences in Norwegian education. However, there are political disagreements as how
to deal with these inequalities. Moreover, equity has received renewed attention by
education scholars who study school politics and education reforms in Norway (Aasen,
2007; Imsen and Volckmar, 2014; Telhaug, 2005; Telhaug and Mediås, 2003; Thuen,
2017; Volckmar, 2005, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2016; Volckmar and Wiborg, 2014).
There is no earlier comparative analysis on equity in Australia and Norway.
Thus, the analysis in this article have to build on earlier country specific analysis, and at
the same time build its own analytical and methodological framework. As such, the
article is groundbreaking and expected to generate new knowledge on equity in both
countries and form the basis for further research.
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Methodology
The comparative historical case-oriented method (Ragin, 1994; Landman, 2008;
Mahoney and Rueshemeyer, 2006) will be employed to the analysis of Norway and
Australia. The countries share an attempt to achieve equity and excellent student
performance in education. However, differences in education histories and governance
structures, such as Australia being a complex federal system with eight states and
territory governments and Norway a unitary national system, makes it a contextualized
comparison of two contrasting cases (see Bagnall, 2000, for a comparative analysis on
France and Australia). The level of analysis will be at the macro, or system level.
According to Landman and Carvalho (2017), comparative macro-history allows for
“contrast of contexts”, that helps identify unique features of countries bringing out the
richness of the individual country. The strength of few-countries studies lies in their
lower level of abstraction and their inclusion of historical and cultural factors. More
specified the article seeks to identify and analyze different political structures and
policy initiatives to promote excellence and equity in education in Norway and
Australia. Further, the article focuses on historical processes to assess how historical
decisions influence current decisions.
However, the selection of equal historical sources might be a challenge in fewcountry comparisons (Landman and Carvalho, 2017). The fact that Australia is a
complex federal system in which education constitutionally is the responsibility of the
states and the territory governments and Norway a unitary national system, entails
different political decision-making processes and sources available. While amending
legislation in education is easily traceable in Norway, this is far more complex in
Australia, where each state and territory have its own history. To reduce the selection
bias the article seek to use multiple and equal sources at the federal/national level as far
as possible. Thus, the analysis in this article make use of official policy documents, a
variety of historical accounts, and recent research on education policy in Australia and
Norway respectively. Consequently, secondary sources make a major portion of the
total amount of sources, and thereby one has to take into consider the theoretical
position and background of the historian/researcher.
To capture cross-national variation regards to equity in education in Australia
and Norway, three key institutional contexts of schooling will structure the comparative
analysis, namely public and private education, school funding and governance, and
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diversity and parental school choice. The chosen themes have grown up analyzing the
empirical material and are also in accordance with Hofman, Hofman and Gray’s key
dimensions in a topology of European school systems (2008). The themes constitute
separate research fields themselves and cannot be fully illuminated in this article.
However, in a comparative macro-history these broad themes will help to focus and
reduce the complexity in the analysis, and at the same time capture national variations
(Landman and Carvalho, 2017). The overall aim of the analysis is to achieve a better
understanding of the policies, which the two countries have implemented to promote
both educational equity and academic achievement.
The article has the following structure. Firstly, I present a theoretical framework
for analyzing equity in education in Australia and Norway. I then analyze and compare
concepts of equity in relation to the three cross-cuttings indicators of institutional
contexts, public and private education, school funding and governance, and diversity
and parental school choice. Finally, I summarize the findings and discuss obstacles to
equity in education in Australia and Norway more specifically.
A theoretical equality-equity framework
The concept of equity reflects contemporary education policy in order to justify
resource allocations to different levels of the educational system.
In order to analyze equity in education, which allows for a broader historical
perspective, I will employ the “Equality-Equity Model” developed by Espinoza (2007)
to analyze equality-equity in reference to the different stages or features of the
educational process. In a survey of scholarly debates on ‘equity’ and ‘equality’,
Espinoza revealed that there existed strong disagreement and confusion about what
those concepts really mean and what they involve in terms of goals and results. He
found that the two concepts were used as if they were interchangeable. In order to avoid
that confusion, Espinoza developed an equality-equity model and suggested new
directions for analysis and research. It provides some ideas about how “equality”’ (i.e.
“equality of opportunity”; “equality for all”; and “equality on average across social
groups”) and “equity” (i.e. “equity for equal needs”; “equity for equal potential”, and
“equity for equal achievement”) could be analyzed and measured in relation to different
features of the educational process (availability of resources, access, survival, output
and outcome)(Espinoza, 2007). While equality usually connotes sameness in the
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treatment for all and is associated with the democratic ideal of social justice, equity
considers individual circumstances and is commonly associated with human capital
theory, based on utilitarian considerations. The model does not intend to restrict the
investigator, but rather to suggest different directions for analysis and research to
facilitate critical examination.
In this article, I will analyze relevant goals for achieving equality and equity in
relation to the above-mentioned crosscutting indicators for institutional contexts: public
and private education, school funding and governance, and diversity and school choice.
Equality as “equality of opportunity”, “equality for all” and “equality on average
across social groups” relates to Coleman’s well known concept of “equality of
educational opportunity” (1968). According to Coleman, the concept of “equality of
opportunity” arose in the nineteenth century when public education emerged in Europe
and Northern America. The concept included such principles as free education up to a
given level, which constituted the entry point to the labor force, a common curriculum,
children from diverse background attending the same school, and finally, equal funding
to schools within a given locality (Coleman, 1968, p. 11). Thus, the concept of equality
address the resources put into education, the education system itself, equal rights and
universal education. In this analysis, this relates especially to two of the three
crosscutting themes, namely public education in relation to private education, and
school funding as well as governance.
The equity concept evolved later than the concept of equality, connects to
fairness and justice in the provision of education, and takes individual circumstances
into consideration (Coleman, 1968; Espinoza, 2007). In this article, I will emphasize
equity as “equity for equal achievement” that justifies differences in input to achieve
less difference in the effect of schooling (Coleman, 1968). As explained above, this also
connects to the contemporary and hegemonic understanding of equity as student
performance (OECD, 2012, 2015; Thomson, 2013). According to Thomson (2013), this
shift in the understanding of equity emerged at the same time as the development of the
global knowledge economy (GKE), from about the 1990s onwards. Thomson describes
this shift as the distributive notion of equity and social justice (2013). This means that
nation states are seeking to promote equity based on GKE policies, which for instance
involves the development of national curricula, designed to have a small number of
measures. This can be applied regularly and displayed as a signifier of progress in
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student performance (Thomson, 2013). The overarching measure is thus student
performance in national tests. According to Thomson (2013), the OECD reports and the
PISA tests work in the same way, with similar performative equity framing. Thus, the
apparent hegemonic understanding of the concept of equity is restricted to student
performance in both national tests and international comparative assessments,
epitomized by the PISA studies. The concept of equity connotes to the individual and
individual performance. In this analysis, the equity concept connects most of all to the
demand for diversity and school choice.
The equality-equity model has been adapted in order to analyse educational
processes in Australian and Norwegian education policies specifically. This is executed
by an investigation of the before mentioned three cross-cutting themes, namely the
relationship between public and private education in the development of education
systems, how education was funded and governed, and to which degree education
opened up to diversity and parental choice. In addition, some of the obstacles in
promoting equality-equity in education, embedded in the educational structures and
competing partisan politics, will be addressed.
Public and private education
Free and universal comprehensive education is often associated with a well-developed
national education system, which includes the organisation of private schools with fair
access. In the following, I will present an account of the relationship between public and
private education as it developed during the formation of education systems in Norway
and Australia.

Norway
In Norway public schooling evolved in addition to the existing private and church
schools in the eighteenth century, when Norway was in a union with Denmark. The first
Peasantry Education Act (1739) established obligatory education for those who did not
attend private schools. The foremost aim of the peasantry school was to give the
peasants a moral and religious upbringing to prepare for Royal Confirmation (Telhaug
and Mediås, 2003; Volckmar, 2016; Thuen, 2017). During the 18th century, public
education cut loose from the church and developed along comprehensive lines. At the
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same time public education expanded at the expense of private schooling. The 1889
Primary School Act stipulated the legal underpinning of a common school and
introduced five years of compulsory comprehensive schooling for all children (Telhaug
and Mediås, 2003; Volckmar, 2016; Thuen, 2017). This expansive piece of legislation
placed Norway then in the lead internationally in the development of a common school
for all (Green, 2013). In 1936, the comprehensive school extended to seven years.
Owing to the fact that the Government only funded schools that built directly upon the
seven-year public school, private education was nearly abolished during the 1950s and
1960s (in 1970/71 only 0.4 per cent of primary school children attended private
schools). In 1969, compulsory comprehensive education extended to nine years, and in
1997 to 10 years. There is no specialization until the age 16. At present the
comprehensive system includes nearly all children from 6 to16 years of age, and since
1994 all students also have a statutory right to receive three years of upper secondary
education (Imsen and Volckmar, 2014; Telhaug and Mediås, 2003; Volckmar, 2016;
Thuen, 2017). In reality, the Norwegian comprehensive education system applies to all
students from six to 19 years of age.
Although private education in Norway nearly abolished in the 1970s, there have
since been a growing demand for improved financial conditions for private alternatives
to the public schools (Volckmar, 2016; Thuen, 2017). The Private School Act of 1985
accommodated this demand by providing 85 per cent state funding to private schools,
which offered an alternative to the public school whether it be religiously,
denominationally or pedagogically-oriented (e.g. Steiner or Montessori philosophy)
schools. However, only a few students chose private education in Norway. The
percentage of students enrolled in private primary schools remained below 1%
throughout the 1980s. In 2003, a radical shift in private school policy occurred under a
conservative-center-right coalition government. This government introduced the 2003
Free School Act, which maintained the same level of state funding to private schools
but removed the previous requirement that they had to be based on religious beliefs or
alternative pedagogy (Volckmar, 2010). In Norway, the political dividing line in the
question of private education was, and still is, right between the coalition of the leftwing parties and the right-wing parties. When the left-wing coalition of parties assumed
power in 2005, it immediately abolished the Free School Act and, in 2007, introduced a
replacement act. This act was more in line with the previous 1985 Act and once again
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introduced the old requirements (Volckmar, 2010; Volckmar and Wiborg, 2014). After
winning the 2013 election, the conservative-led coalition government reintroduced a
more liberal Free School Act in 2015 that allowed for more alternative schools and
schools offering a distinct profile (i.e. math, sports, music, etc.) (Volckmar, 2016).
Despite these acts designed to stimulate growth in private education, the
percentage of students attending private schools in Norway continues to remain very
low. In 2013, only 3.1 per cent of primary and lower secondary school students enrolled
in private schools (Statistics Norway, 2014). The number of students attending private
upper secondary schools is a little higher at 7 percent. Private schools are subject to the
same laws and regulations as the public schools as well as the same national curriculum.
Moreover, school fees are very low and private schools are not allowed to make a profit
(Volckmar, 2016).1
The historical development of a public education system along comprehensive
lines in Norway, which resulted in a small but highly regulated private sector, and a
common national curriculum for both sectors, demonstrates that Norway in regards to
the goals of equality, namely equality of opportunity, equality for all and equality on
average across social groups have largely been achieved. There has been a high degree
of political consensus towards the principles of free education, equal rights, a common
curriculum and educating children from diverse social backgrounds in the same school
(Imsen and Volckmar, 2014). In Norway, attending the same school has been a longstanding value because of a fundamental belief in the fact that it would enhance
collaboration, solidarity and national integration in the society (Volckmar, 2008, 2016).
Australia
The British established several colonies in Australia from 1788 onwards, and the
colonies, in turn, established their own education departments. These departments
introduced Education Acts to provide public education alongside the existing church
schools and private alternatives. However, public schooling evolved during the
nineteenth century at the expense of the church-controlled denominational schools due
to abolition of school fees and withdrawal of state funding. By the end of nineteenth
century, centrally controlled public primary education was highly developed (Campell
and Proctor, 2014). However, despite the intention of providing schools for everyone,
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this was not always the case. Aboriginal children particularly were exposed to neglect
and racism (Theobald in Campell and Proctor, 2014, p. 73).
In a referendum in 1901, the colonies voted to unite into a federation. The
Australian Constitution (1901) shapes the structure of Australian federalism. For
instance, section 51 lists the powers given to the Commonwealth - the federal level.
Powers not listed in section 51 are then the responsibility of the states. Since education
is not included in section 51, it is thus the constitutional responsibility of the state
governments.
The Commonwealth has therefore limited centralized control over education
policy. However, according to Burke and Spaull (2001), the Commonwealth became
involved in the funding of schools in both the public and private sectors. While the
colonies had implemented universal education at the primary school level, the challenge
in the twentieth century was to develop secondary education. Secondary education up
the age of 15-16 developed gradually and during the period between 1950 and 1975, it
was finally provided nationally. As such, the federal government had supported the
expansion of public secondary education at the expense of non-government schools.
Consequently, non-government schools struggled to survive during this period (Campell
and Proctor, 2014).
In 1972, the federal Labor government appointed a committee, led by Peter
Karmel, which examined the government and non-government primary as well as
secondary schools in all of Australia, and made recommendations on how to improve
these schools. In response to the Karmel report, the government re-introduced federal
funding of non-government schools (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools
Commission, and Karmel, 1973). In 1981, the High Court of Australia decided on
federal funding of church-owned schools, a decision that according to Campell and
Proctor “signalled the final collapse of the century old, post-1870s, state aid settlement.
“A golden age for non-government schools had begun” (Campell and Proctor, 2014, p.
227).
The result of the strengthening of the non-governmental schools is a strongly
divided education system, which has been maintained until present day. Receiving
federal funding, the Catholic Education Offices (CEOs) have developed the secondlargest national system of schools next to the government school sector. Furthermore,
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older elite schools continued to regard themselves as independent despite their increased
shares of government funding (Campell and Proctor, 2014, p. 229). Thus, on the one
side, there exist government (public) schools and, on the other side, non-government
(private) schools, including both Catholic and independent schools. In 2010, 66 per cent
of the Australian students attended government schools, 20 per cent Catholic schools,
and 14 per cent independent schools. The majority of the independent schools provide
religious education, whereas a few of them promote a particular educational philosophy
(Gonski et al., 2011).
While Australia and Norway share in common the effort of developing a public
education system by central government during the 19th and first half of the 20th
century, Australia departs from this endeavour during the 1970s and 1980s. However,
this does not imply that Australia abandoned the goal of achieving equality of
opportunity altogether. Students are granted equal right to education even if the
education system is highly segmented. However, the segmented education system does
not satisfy the requirement of equality in terms of providing the same school type for
children from different socio-economic backgrounds. In regards to the equality goal of
providing a common curriculum for all, Australia and Norway stand in stark contrast to
one another. Following several years of debate about a common national curriculum,
the Australian government introduced such a curriculum in 2014. However, due to the
federal system, the implementation of it became the responsibility of the Education
Ministers of the states (Department of Education and Training, 2016; Department of
Education, 2014; Donnelly and Wiltshire, 2014).2 In practice Norway have had a
national curriculum since late 18th century and along with the 1936 legislation a
curriculum with national minimum requirements was introduced (N39). Subsequently
the curriculum have changed several times in accordance to legal amendments within
education. Since 2006, Norway has had a common national curriculum for primary,
lower and secondary education as well as vocational education and training (Imsen and
Volckmar, 2014). Even if Australia finally managed to agree upon a national
curriculum, at least in principle, it is questionable if this means the same curriculum for
all students across the Australian states. The Norwegian education system appears to
comply better than the Australian education system with Espinoza’s three equality
goals, defined as equality of opportunity, equality for all and equality on average across
social groups.
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So far, I have looked at the structure of the education system itself and to what
extent it meets the equality-equity goals. Furthermore, the governing of schools and
school funding are closely connected to these goals. In the following, I will address the
resources put into education and analyse the efforts of the Norwegian and Australian
governments’ in providing equal funding for their schools. As school funding closely
connects with governance of education, this aspect will be addressed, too.
School funding and governance
At first sight, school funding in Norway’s highly centralised governing system seems
far more transparent and fair compared to the Australian situation. However, the
funding issue is more complex in Norway than perhaps expected for a centralised
funding system.
Norway
During the post-war period, Norway developed a highly centralist governance model,
characterized by detailed regulation of education. In the 1970s and 1980s, this model
came under pressure and was accused for being coercive and excessively controlling
(Telhaug and Mediås, 2003; Volckmar, 2016). Consequently, in 1991, a decentralized
model based on the principle of management by objectives replaced the previous
centralised model (St. meld. nr. 37 [1990-91]); Telhaug and Mediås, 2003; Volckmar,
2008; Volckmar, 2016). Nevertheless, education acts, curriculum and regulations
remained the responsibility of the national government, as did the funding of education.
As mentioned above, national regulations apply to both public schools and private
schools.
Differences in school funding emerged across the country due to the
decentralisation process. A Municipality Act was introduced in 1992, which bestowed
counties and municipalities with increased freedom in the administration of schools.3
Within the framework of national laws and regulations, more authority and
responsibilities were transferred to the local level, such as the county administration
(upper secondary schools), the municipality administration (primary and lower
secondary schools), and the individual schools and teachers (Imsen and Volckmar,
2014). According to the Municipality Act, public money is provided as block grants to
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the counties and the municipalities. It is the responsibility of these authorities to
distribute money to the different public sectors such as social, health, and welfare
services. This means that the schools have to compete for funding with these sectors at
the local level. This has led to noticeable differences between counties and
municipalities in how much money is spent on the school sector in comparison to other
public sectors (Imsen and Volckmar, 2014). This situation is exacerbated by a
significant difference in the capital income of the municipalities. In 2015, children in
the wealthiest municipalities in Norway received more than twice the national yearly
average allocated per student (KOSTRA, 2015).4
While all Norwegian schools are entitled to basic national funding, the
decentralised governing structure allows for variation in the funding of schools,
depending on the municipalities’ economy and willingness to support education.
Consequently, this leads to marked differences between the municipalities in the
resources put into education. According to Espinoza’s model - the goal of achieving
equality as equality for all - has therefore not been fully achieved in Norway. However,
the unequal allocation of resources spent on education between municipalities does not
appear to affect the goal of equality on average across social groups because funding to
schools within the municipality is equal (see also Blossing, Imsen, and Moos, 2014).
Australia
Dowling described the Australian school funding system as ‘unhelpfully complex and
exceedingly opaque’ long before the Gonski review (Dowling, 2008). This statement
needs some explanation.
First, the complexity of the funding system of schools is explained by the
Australian federal system (Angus, 2007). In their article on Australian federalism and
education policy, Keating and Klatt (2013) refer to Lingard who “points out two types
of federalism: coordinate and collaborative, where coordinate federalism implies a clear
distinction between the policy responsibilities of the national government and those of
the sub-national authorities, while under collaborative federalism, national and subnational responsibilities are more symbiotic, shared responsibility” (p. 412). Since
Australian federalism makes a clear distinction between powers given to the
Commonwealth and powers given to the states and territories, it is, according to
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Lingard, best described as a coordinate system. Education is constitutionally the
responsibility of the state and the territory governments. This makes national
governance of education in Australia a challenge (Bagnall, 2000).
According to the Gonski review (2011), all the schools in Australia receive some
level of funding from both the Australian government and the state and territory
governments. Moreover, schools receive private funding in the form of parental fees,
fundraising campaigns, donations, and interests and profits. Government schools
receive most of their funding from the state and territory governments. Catholic schools
receive the majority part of their funding from the Australian government, and
independent schools from private sources in addition to national government funding.
On average, the independent schools receive the highest level of private income. In
2009, the income per student was AUD 11 121 for the government sector, AUD 10 002
for the Catholic sector and AUD 13 667 for the independent sector (Gonski et al.,
2011). The Liberal-National government substantially increased the allocation of
federal funding to non-government schools in the period from 1996 to 2007 (Watson
2003 in Campell and Proctor, 2014, 261). The Gonski Review reported a notable
decline in students attending government schools in recent years, and, at the same time,
an increase in students attending non-government schools (2011). Generous federal
funding to independent schools caused this change.
Education structures, school types, funding and school starting age differ among
Australia’s eight states and territory governments. Furthermore, according to Keating
and Klatt (2013), the government sector and non-government sector operate under
different principles. While the two principles of need and entitlement have been present
in independent schools since the Karmel report in the 1970s, the principle of
universalism is embedded in the state school system, and, in some part, in the Catholic
sector. It is absent in independent schools, however. This situation has allowed
Australian non-government schools to have a high level of autonomy (Keating and
Klatt, 2013). Keating and Klatt claim that the very existence of universal state systems
provides protection for the autonomy and separateness of Catholic and independent
schools (2013).
However, as Keating and Klatt maintain, recent national implementation of such
as the National Assessment Programme and the “My School” website5 demonstrate an
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increase in “the number and depth of incursions into education policy-making of
national government” (2013, p. 412). They argue that education is increasingly driven
by concurrent federalism; that is, intertwined responsibilities and coexisting
jurisdictions, “where the sub-national authorities have a prescribed policy responsibility
but the national government plays an assisting or complementing role” (Keating and
Klatt, 2013, p. 413). This is also evident in the above-mentioned process towards a
common Australian Curriculum. Nevertheless, the state governments and nongovernment sector have only accepted power sharing when they see it as being in their
own interests.
According to Keating and Klatt, the Gonski Review and the proposed funding
model could have been “an exercise in concurrent and cooperative federalism” (2013, p.
419). But they claim that the states and territories are likely to be the main obstacles to
the proposed reforms as “state governments and the non-government sector both want
Commonwealth monies but then want to be left alone” (2013, p. 417). In retrospect, we
know that three out of eight states did not sign the National Education Reform
Agreement before the election in 2013 and that the Liberal Coalition Government
turned the agreement down. The Australian federal model appears to be an obstacle for
national education reforms as was witnessed in regards to the Gonski funding model.
The mandate of the funding model was to create a fairer, more just and transparent
funding system, but the Gonski Review’s recommendations did not actually challenge
the non-governmental school sector.
In summary, the complex and diverse funding system in Australia is a serious
obstacle to meet the equality goals of “equality for all” and “equality on average across
social groups”. By contrast, the governance of education and school funding in Norway
is more centralised, transparent and straightforward. However, it does not fully prevent
an unjust allocation of school funding. The main reason, as shown earlier, is that the
municipalities have discretion to decide how much money they wish to allocate to the
schools.
Diversity and School Choice
To this point, equality of educational opportunity, formal rights to education, universal
school provision and allocation of school funding to public and private schools have
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been addressed. In the following, I will turn to the issue of diversity and choice, which
is usually perceived as the antithesis to equality of educational opportunity. Demands
for diversity and choice are based on an equity concept that considers individual
circumstances and justifies differences in input to achieve fewer differences in the effect
of schooling (Coleman, 1968; Espinoza, 2007). On the contrary, enhanced student
performance calls for individual solutions, school choice and diversity. How has
Norway and Australia facilitated diversity and school choice in their education policies?
Furthermore, how do these relate to the contemporary understanding of the equalityequity ideal?
Norway
There is limited choice in the Norwegian education system due to the relatively small
private school sector. Conversely, Australia has a much larger private school sector and
therefore offers more choice for parents. According to the Norwegian Education Act
from 1998, the students are entitled to go to the nearest school in their catchment area,
but they may choose another public school in the same area or a private school if there
are any available (Imsen and Volckmar, 2014). Parents and students in rural areas can
hardly exercise their right to choose a school as most private schools are located in
urban areas. However, in some rural areas in Norway, parents have re-opened former
public schools as private Montessori schools. The municipalities had closed down the
public schools, which were deemed to be too small and costly (Volckmar and Wiborg,
2014). Thus, choice is limited and closely linked to place of residence.
The breakthrough of neoliberal education policy in Norway in the late 1980s
brought with it a demand for more choice and diversity within the public education
system. The political response to meet this demand runs along the lines of the block of
left-wing parties and the right-wing parties, arguing for collective and individual
solutions respectively (Volckmar and Wiborg, 2014; Volckmar, 2016). When enhanced
student performance is perceived as the “success factor” for a high quality education
system, choice and individual solutions seem to gain headway.
Adapted teaching (individualized training) has been an important principle in
Norwegian education since the 1970s. Back then, adapted teaching was targeted at
smaller groups of students with special needs, but from the 2000s onwards, adapted
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teaching increasingly came to include almost all students. At present day, adapted
teaching is the main principle for all teaching in primary and secondary schools (Meld.
St. 18 [2010-2011]). This implies that adapted teaching now also target high performing
students.
The principle of adapted teaching thereby justifies individual solutions to
increase student achievement and it is expected to enhance the individuals’ potential. In
the autumn of 2016, the government opened “talent centres” in math for lower
secondary students in the four largest Norwegian cities.
Briefly summarized, since the millennium education policy in Norway has
promoted a higher degree of choice and diversity within the public education system.
The purpose seems to be to enhance student performance and excellence in education.
Australia
The large number and different types of non-government schools in Australia provide
parents with a high degree of choice in school options for their children (Gonski et al.,
2011, p. 11). The OECD (2015) confirms that school choice in Australia compared to
other OECD countries “is widely available” (p. 192). Even though school choice is a
highly valued feature in the Australian school system, the Gonski Review voices
concern about the consequences of the competitive school “market”. Not all Australian
parents are able to access or afford private schools, especially those with low
socioeconomic status. The demographics of the student population vary within and
across the two sectors as do the resources available to schools in each sector. 36 per cent
of all government school students were from the lowest quarter of the socioeconomic
group compared to 21 per cent of Catholic school students and 13 per cent of
independent school students. Almost half of all independent school students fall into the
top quarter socioeconomic group (Gonski et al., 2011). Additionally, government
schools have a larger proportion of indigenous students, students with disabilities and
students from remote areas than both the Catholic and the independent schools (Gonski
et al., 2011). Hence, non-government school subsidies reinforce the consumer’s right of
choice, but are likely to increase inequality in schools.
Both the highly segmented Australian education system and the unitary
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Norwegian education system scored above OECD average in reading in 2009 and in
science in 2015 - albeit Australia slightly better than Norway (OECD, 2012, 2015).
There is no indication that the Australian government has plans to abolish its
competitive independent schools. As we have seen, Norway is well under way to
implement special centres for gifted students and open more private schools.
Equity in education understood as “equity for equal needs”, “equity for equal
potential” and “equity for equal achievement” legitimize a turn away from universalism
and collective solutions on education. A unitary comprehensive education system might
even perceived as an impediment to a higher level of student achievement, as diversity
and competition between alternatives are seen as a way of enhancing student
performance. Diversity and school choice will certainly raise some students’
performances. However, it is questionable if independent schools and special centres for
gifted students will break down the relationship between performance and socioeconomic background.
Comparative analysis and Discussion
This article has addressed how Australia and Norway have sought to promote equity in
education in elucidation of Espinoza’s distinction between the intertwined concepts of
equality and equity. The analysis was structured around three crosscutting themes,
which were seen as especially relevant for comparing two education systems and their
efforts to achieve equity. The main purpose was to achieve an improved understanding
of two highly different countries in their persistent effort to enhance both equity and
achievement in education and identify possible factors that may have impeded this
process.
The Norwegian unitary education system seems to accommodate the Spinoza’s
equality requirements of “equality of opportunity”, “equality for all” and “equality on
average across social groups” to a greater extent than the highly segmented Australian
education system. A small, regulated private sector, and a free, integrated primary and
secondary education for all children, provided in a comprehensive education system,
seem better equipped to give a genuine common education for all regardless of social
background than a segmented system with a large portion of private independent
schools. Additionally, the long-standing history of a national curriculum in Norway
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ensures that students are taught a common academic content. In contrast, only recently a
national curriculum has been introduced in Australia. Prior to this, the individual states
had their own curriculum. Differences in school structures and the organisation of
public and private education in Norway and Australia are caused by different historical
trajectories in the respective governing structures and assigned responsibilities.
School funding and allocation of resources proved to be a complex matter.
Australia’s diverse funding system is obviously incompatible with a fair allocation of
funds. However, the Norwegian situation shows that the Municipality Act from 1992
allows for uneven school funding among counties and municipalities. Therefore, some
counties and municipals are enabled to offer better equipment, teaching aids and a
higher degree of teacher density than others do. Neither Australia nor Norway fully
prevents an unjust allocation of school funding. However, while the unequal allocation
of resources between municipalities in Norway do not actually affect the goal of
equality on average across social groups, the Australian funding system has proved to
provide various income per student depending on school sector, which attracts different
socio-economic groups (Gonski et al., 2011). In this way, school funding might impede
equality in opportunity in both countries, but to a far greater extent in Australia than in
Norway.
Diversity and school choice is largely built-in within the public education
system in Norway rather than in the form of private education. In contrast, diversity and
school choice in Australia is available through a competitive school market, which
allows a sizable private school sector. In respect to the equality concept as ‘equality of
opportunity’, ‘equality for all’ and ‘equality on average across social groups’, diversity
and school choice outside public education is likely to increase inequalities in the school
system. Since enhanced student performance is perceived as the ‘success factor’ for a
high quality education system, choice and individualized teaching seem to gain
headway now also within public education systems. It is expected that parents choose
what is best for their children. However, not all parents possess the resources to make
such choices.
This article started out by presenting OECD’s understanding of equity in
education, the relationship between equity, student performance and high quality
education systems. This success criterion for equity in education is that all students
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should reach a basic minimum level of skills, e.g. student performance as measured in
standardized national and international tests. Furthermore, the success criterion for a
high quality education system is a high level of average student performance. Thus, the
current understanding of a high quality education system is inextricable connected to
“equity”. According to Loughland and Sriprakash (2016), PISA and OECD’s
understanding of the relationship between quality and equity has significantly
influenced the Australian education policy. Education has been reshaped through the
market logics of commensurability, standardisation and competition. Accordingly, the
focus on measurement in international rankings produced by OECD and PISA “has
shaped the political discourse not just relating to performance but also how ‘equity’ is
understood” (Loughland and Sriprakash, 2016, p. 237). For instance, in the recent
Australian policy documents equity is re-contextualized as a performance measure
(Loughland and Sriprakash, 2016; Thomson, 2013). We see a similarly change in the
Norwegian education policy context after the millennium when the implementation of
the major educational reform, Kunnskapsløftet, took place (The Knowledge Promotion)
(Sjøberg, 2014; Prøitz, 2015; Volckmar, 2016). While the understanding of equity in
Norwegian education policy in the 1990s is linked to socio-economic background and
the collective, equity after the millennium is increasingly related to the individual
student performance (Aasen, 2007).
The point here is that OECD’s education policy claims that a high quality
education system is one that also has a high level of average student performance. This
also defines the current understanding of equity (OECD, 2015). According to Thomson
(2013) this shift in the understanding of equity emerged around at the same time as the
development of the global knowledge economy (GKE) (1990s onwards), which was
partly caused by the OECD. The OECD encourages its member states to improve their
education systems to compete in the global economic market. In the global market,
there are winners and losers as some member states do better than others. The point is
that the current understanding of equity as a measure on a standardised test “deflect
attention from the real human consequences of long-term inequity” and does not
address structural educational disadvantages inherent in the education systems
(Loughland and Sriprakash, 2016, p. 243).
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My analysis demonstrates that the Norwegian unitary school system is more
equitable than the Australian segmented system. The institutional characteristics of the
Norwegian education system, such as the small private sector, still largely centralised
and transparent governance, reasonably fair and just school funding, and controlled
access to school choice are factors which contributes to increased educational equality.
On the contrary, the significant differences between the government and nongovernment schools in Australia, the lack of federal governance, diverse and unfair
school funding and extensive use of school choice, is a hindrance in promoting equality
in education. In Australia, the autonomy of the states and territories stand in the way of
implementing national education reforms. National governance can indeed be effective
in addressing the equality-equity challenge as we have seen in the case of Norway. The
Gonski Review proposed a set of principles (universalism alongside need and
entitlement) for funding of all schools across Australia, which challenged both the
autonomy of the states and territories as well as the autonomy of non-governmental
schools. However, the Australian government did not achieve sufficient consensus to
implement this model. To quote Keating and Klatt: “[I]n general, the Commonwealth
lacks the capacity to generate and formulate coherent education policy and initiatives in
any systematic and ongoing manner” (2013, p. 417).
The current understanding of equity as student performance and quality as a
measure of student performance has influenced both Australian and Norwegian
education policies. The strive for high scores on student performance in national and
international tests has prevented Australia from initiating necessary structural changes
to the education system but led Norway in promoting a greater degree of privatisation,
diversity and school choice.
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Notes

1

The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training has the regulatory authority to ensure
that private schools comply with the legislation. Private schools that do not comply with
the Free School Act 2015 may lose their public funding.

2

The Australian Government released the “Review of the Australian Curriculum. Final Report”
15 August 2014. The aim is to implement a common Australian Curriculum from 2015.

3

As of January 2013, there are 19 counties and 428 municipalities in Norway.

4

KOSTRA is an online registration system for Norwegian municipalities and counties.

5

‘My School’ website was launched in 2010. It is a recourse for parents, educators and the
community and provides information about school achievements and characteristics in
Australian schools.
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