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Chapter 5
The Public and the Private in Education: 
State Subsidies to Private Schools 
as an Election Dilemma for Political 
Parties

Rita Nikolai and Bernard Brown

Abstract  The worldwide expansion of private schools is not necessarily an expres-
sion of increasing commercialisation. Their expansion is not conceivable without 
high levels of state subsidies, which have now become an electoral impasse for 
political parties in democratic governments. The article analyses the development 
of private schools in Australia and Germany. In both countries, a strong increase in 
private school enrolment can be observed, albeit at different levels. What both 
countries have in common is that parents are increasingly avoiding the public 
school system and turning to private schools. In both countries, private schools 
have gained broad support from the different political camps and due to generous 
public subsidies, the number of private schools has expanded. The chapter analyses 
the politics of subsidies for private schools in Australia and Germany. Based on the 
analyses of primary and secondary sources, this article adopts a historical-institu-
tionalist perspective for examining the role of political parties as well as their strat-
egies in subsidising private schools. In Australia and Germany, the expansion of 
private schools is heavily dependent on state subsidies, which represent an elec-
toral impasse for political parties: While they can bind long-term voter groups, they 
also restrict the scope for reform. Although, these subsidies promote freedom of 
choice in the education system, they contribute to growing social segregation by 
making private schools more attractive to the wealthier classes and increasingly to 
middle-class parents and thus reinforcing social inequalities between public and 
private schools.
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�Introduction

The global expansion of private schools (UNESCO, 2024) is often associated with 
the increasing commercialisation of the education sector. However, this interpreta-
tion falls short, as the expansion of private schools in democratic countries would 
hardly be conceivable without substantial state subsidies. In Australia and Germany, 
two countries with different political systems and educational traditions (Brown & 
Nikolai, 2024), a remarkably similar trend can be seen: the increasing attractive-
ness of private schools and their growing importance within the school systems. 
This development not only poses a challenge to the public school system but has 
also become a political electoral dilemma for the parties that promote these 
subsidies.

In both countries, the number of students attending private schools has risen 
significantly in recent decades, albeit at different levels. The proportion of students 
in 2022 in private schools in Australia was 30.9% in primary schools and 47.5% in 
secondary schools, in Germany the figures were 5.3 and 10% (UNESCO, 2024). 
What Australia and Germany have in common is that many parents are increasingly 
turning away from the public school system in favour of private alternatives. These 
schools range from non-denominational providers, Christian churches and reli-
gious communities such as Jewish and Islamic organisations to evangelical 
providers.

A key driver of this development is the cross-party political support for pri-
vate schools, which has been made possible by generous state subsidies. While 
this support makes it easier for private schools to establish themselves and grow, 
the question arises as to how sustainable this development is and what educa-
tional policy consequences it has. These subsidies are caught between the pro-
motion of freedom of choice in the school system and the danger of increasing 
inequalities between public and private schools. Against this backdrop, the polit-
ical strategies and decisions of the political parties are becoming increasingly 
important.

Based on an analysis of primary and secondary sources, including government 
websites, this chapter examines the policy of subsidising private schools in 
Australia and Germany from a historical-institutionalist perspective. It shows how 
political parties in both countries have developed their education policy strategies 
and what role they play in subsidising private schools. It becomes clear that state 
support for private schools is not only ideologically motivated, but is also based on 
pragmatic considerations, such as attracting new voters and retaining voters. At the 
same time, the analysis shows that these subsidies can have long-term effects on 
the transformation of school systems and social structures. They promote the 
expansion of private school providers but can also lead to inequalities between 
public and private schools, which have far-reaching educational and social 
consequences.

R. Nikolai and B. Brown
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�Theoretical Perspective: Politics of Parties in Subsidising 
Private Schools

There can be various reasons why parents decide to send their children to a private 
school. For example, a special educational or religious profile of a private school 
can be act as a motive for choosing it. Parents’ belief that private schools offer a 
better education or a better fit between their own parental milieu and the values 
taught at a private school can also play a role. Social distinction, i.e. consciously 
setting oneself apart from certain special groups, can also be a motive for choice. 
The academic performance levels of private schools in exam results and other mea-
sures are generally higher than those of public schools and parents can access this 
information (this is the case in Australia at least) (Morris, 2024). Finally, there are 
also pragmatic reasons, such as when the last public school in a rural area has closed 
and the nearest accessible school in the family’s neighbourhood is a private school 
(Fig. 5.1).

Whether parents can choose between public or private schools depends on 
whether private school attendance is affordable. Especially for parents from the 
middle or lower social classes, the amount of school fees can be an important factor 

Fig. 5.1  Relevance of state funding for private schools. Source: own presentation
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in influencing this decision. The affordability of private school attendance is again 
influenced by whether private schools receive state subsidies. This is because it is 
only with these that private schools can keep school fees lower or even charge no 
school fees at all (Helbig et al., 2017). State subsidies often only allow new private 
schools to be established if they are maintained by less financially strong providers 
(e.g. free churches, religious communities, parent initiatives, non-denominational 
foundations, etc.) (Nikolai et al., 2018). We argue that, apart from parental choice 
motives and demand, state subsidies can be a decisive factor that makes the expan-
sion of the private school sector possible in the first place.

Subsidisation is in turn influenced by school policy decision-making processes. 
The amount of state subsidies is determined in school laws, which are passed by 
parliaments and in whose decisions the political parties elected to the parliaments 
are involved. In their decision making, parties are in turn influenced in their school 
policy by the interests and lobbying of teacher unions, parents’ associations and—in 
relation to the private school sector—also by representatives of private schools.

When it comes to parliamentary decisions on the subsidisation of private schools 
in laws for schools, the political power of parties on both the left and right of the 
political spectrum is likely to make a difference. Parties on the left (including social 
democratic parties) are often reluctant to subsidise private schools or even want to 
abolish them, while parties on the right (including conservative, liberal and Christian 
democratic parties) are mostly in favour of subsidising them (Zehavi, 2012).

�Partisan Theory and Education Funding

Studies of education policy support the core claims of partisan theory. The size of 
the public education system and the subsidisation of private schools depend on the 
political power of the left vs the right. Left and right-wing parties represent different 
electoral constituencies (Busemeyer, 2015). Left-wing parties (social democratic or 
socialist parties), representing the interests of lower-income classes and less affluent 
social groups, tend to prefer an extensive welfare state and high levels of govern-
ment expenditure. In the literature it is argued that, therefore, left-wing parties will 
oppose privatising the delivery of services and will not advocate for generous public 
aid to private schools (Zehavi, 2012). However, Zehavi refers mainly to the strate-
gies of left-wing parties in Anglo-Saxon countries and countries with comprehen-
sive school systems, but we argue that in countries with stratified secondary school 
systems, the strategies of left-wing parties may differ. In countries such as Germany, 
social democrats were unable to push through the introduction of a comprehensive 
school system against conservative forces after the Second World War (Wiborg, 
2009). Our argument is that left-wing parties in stratified school systems as in 
Germany accepted subsidising private schools in the 1960s and 1970s, since the 
debate about private schools has been overshadowed by the discussion about com-
prehensive schools as well as some private schools reformed their pedagogical 
approaches (e.g. with Montessori and Waldorf/Steiner concepts and represented an 
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alternative to public schools in the stratified system (Idel & Ullrich, 2017). The 
Australian case—as we will show—does not fit into Zehavi’s explanatory theme 
either, because the more progressive party, the Labor party, is only centre left and 
tries to appeal to the centre ground and especially middle class and even upper 
middle-class voters as well.

Right-wing parties (secular conservative, Christian democratic and liberal par-
ties) represent middle - and upper-income classes, which are interested in minimis-
ing their tax contribution. Right-wing parties are more sceptical towards state 
redistribution policies, which would require higher taxes for their electoral base. 
Therefore, right-wing parties tend to promote strong private social policy with a 
parsimonious welfare state and are more market than state-oriented in their school 
policy (Busemeyer 2015; Gingrich, 2011). Among right-wing parties, Christian 
democratic parties may be more open to subsidising private schools, especially for 
private schools owned by churches (Ansell & Lindvall, 2021). Regarding the room 
to manoeuvre for political parties, it also depends on whether this is restricted by a 
strong constitutional jurisdiction. In countries with a strong constitutional judiciary, 
the interest groups of minorities can enforce a higher subsidy for their private 
schools (Nikolai & Brown, 2025).

Whether parties in parliament campaign for the preservation of regulations (here: 
high state subsidies for denominational public schools) depends on the positions of 
power they have in parliament and the voter loyalty they expect from campaigning 
for subsidies for private schools. Conservative parties often benefit from religious 
and wealthy voter groups who benefit from subsidies for private schools. However, 
as the example of Australia shows, parties on the left of the spectrum may not be 
averse to pushing for public subsidies for private schools if they hope to gain votes 
and maintain the status quo. The two main parties in Australia claim they support 
both private and public education, the Labor party though advocates and campaigns 
more on supporting public schools.

We argue that generous subsidies to private schools pose an electoral dilemma 
for parties because they can bind voter groups in the short term but can limit the 
parties’ room to manoeuvre in the long term. By the term manoeuvre we don’t 
refer to a deliberative political strategy, but rather to the structural constraints that 
arise once subsidies become entrenched, making it politically difficult for parties 
to reduce or withdraw them without facing electoral backlash. Parties that gener-
ously subsidise private schools can win the support of parents who prefer these 
schools, as subsidies reduce school fees and make private schools accessible to 
middle-income groups. Especially in Australia and Germany, where parents are 
increasingly shunning public schools (for Germany see Nikolai & Brown, 2025, 
for Australia see Morris, 2024), such subsidies can serve as a tool to secure voter 
loyalty. Once subsidies are established, withdrawing them becomes politically sen-
sitive. Parents and schools who benefit from these subsidies develop an expectation 
and may turn against parties that propose cuts. This limits the autonomy of parties 
in policy-making, particularly when financial or educational reforms become nec-
essary. The promotion of private schools is often in conflict with the need to better 
equip public schools. Parties that maintain or increase subsidies for private schools 
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run the risk of being blamed for keeping public schools underfunded, which could 
alienate voters from lower income groups. Overall, the electoral dilemma is 
because parties want to win over voters who benefit from subsidies on the one 
hand, but risk losing other groups of voters or blocking their future reform options 
on the other. In this regard withdrawing subsidies for private schooling can be 
political suicide for parties. This makes subsidies a politically sensitive and poten-
tially costly issue in the long term. The debate is about the level of funding and how 
this is decided on.

�Private Schooling in Australia

In contrast to Germany, private schools in Australia receive subsidies from the fed-
eral government which are administered by the six state and two territory govern-
ments. The distribution of students in 2023 across the three school types is as 
follows: public schools (64%), Catholic schools (20%), and independent schools 
(16%) (ABS, 2024). The Australian school system is a comprehensive school sys-
tem with primary schools (grades 1–6) and secondary schools (grades 7–12). 
Catholic and independent schools belong to the private school sector (non-
government sector) and are funded through a mix of government subsidies and 
parental contributions. In 2024, Catholic schools received 79% of their total funding 
from government sources (federal and state), while 20% came from private sources. 
In comparison, independent schools relied more heavily on private contributions, 
with 51% of their total funding coming from government sources and 49% from 
private sources, including parental contributions for high school (ABS, 2024). 
Despite the different levels of government subsidies for Catholic and independent 
schools, the federal government is the main funder of government subsidies. While 
the federal government contributes 78%, the states and territories only contribute 
22% of public-school subsidies. Many independent schools are Protestant schools, 
but there are also Jewish and Islamic private schools as well as schools with a spe-
cial educational focus (e.g. Waldorf/Steiner, Montessori) (ISA, 2024).

It should be noted that Australia is a very urbanised country. The interior of 
Australia has some regional towns but is sparsely populated and there are huge parts 
of the country which are uninhabited. Many private schools are in Australia’s larger 
cities, where around 75% of the population live (ABS, 2024). Many students at 
private schools come from middle class and upper middle-class backgrounds The 
downside of generously subsidising private schools is the underfunding of the pub-
lic school system which has 65% of students and many students with disabilities, 
migrants, refugees, Aboriginals and students from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds (Sinclair & Savage, 2024). This ultimately leads to social inequality 
between public and private schools.

Private school attendance has increased significantly since 1970. Back then, 
around 22% of students attended a private school (4% at independent schools and 
18% at Catholic schools). By 2023, this proportion had risen to 36% (ABS, 2024). 
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The high level of state subsidisation of private schools compared to other countries 
often allowed them to charge moderate to low school fees. As a result, private school 
attendance remains financially accessible for many Australian parents. The 1960s 
and 1970s saw a decisive shift in the funding of private schools in Australia. In 
1964, the federal government intervened in the subsidisation of private schools. For 
the first time, private schools received state subsidies from the federal government 
under the then-ruling coalition of the Liberal Party (LP) and the Country Party. The 
Country Party later changed its name to the National Party of Australia in 1975. 
This coalition was in office from 1964 to 1972 (Wilkinson et  al., 2006; Zehavi, 
2012). The LP, which had opposed state subsidies for decades, hoped to win votes 
from the Catholic electorate, which until then had mostly supported the Australian 
Labour Party (ALP), by granting subsidies (Zehavi, 2012). The competition for 
votes and the competition between conservative parties and the ALP made it possi-
ble for the federal government to subsidise private schools.

In the 1960s, Catholic parents mainly sent their children to Catholic schools, but 
these experienced massive financial problems in the 1960s and the private Catholic 
school system was on the brink of financial collapse. However, the start of subsidi-
sation ensured their continued existence. Although federal subsidies were initially 
very small and only paid for science programmes, Forsey et al. (2017) believe that 
this set in motion a development that stabilised the private school system in Australia 
and allowed it to expand. As a result, numerous states and territories introduced 
subsidisation of private schools (Zehavi, 2012). In 1972, the Australian Labor Party 
(ALP), which gained at federal level for the first time in 23 years, increased state 
subsidies and hoped—like the Liberal Party (LP)—to win favour with the Catholic 
electorate. In our view, this period should be seen as a critical juncture (for the con-
cept see Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007), as the decision to subsidise Catholic schools 
opened a path of subsidising private schools, which was to be consolidated with the 
expansion of subsidies to independent schools.

Both the LP and the ALP also came under pressure from a broad front of interest 
groups in the 1960s and 1970s. Both the Federal Catholic Schools Committee and 
the Australian Parents Council (founded in 1960), which represented the interests of 
the Catholic Church, ran numerous campaigns at federal, state and territory level in 
favour of subsidising private schools. Supporters of the public school system were 
unable to assert themselves against the private school lobby’s campaigning and 
mobilisation skills. For example, both the lobby association of the Australian 
Council for the Defence of Government Schools (founded in 1966) and the teach-
ers’ representatives were not very successful in involving parents, teachers and 
school politicians in their fight against the subsidisation of private schools 
(Sherington & Hughes, 2015; Spaull, 2001).

The representation of teacher interests in public schools also suffered from the 
fact that they were still divided into many organisations (including the ACT 
Teachers’ Federation, the Northern Territory Teachers Federation, the South 
Australian Institute of Teachers and the Australian Teachers’ Federation) (Spaull, 
2001). It was not until 1984 that these organisations merged to form the Australian 
Teachers Union (since 1993 the Australian Education Union (AEU)) which is not 
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directly affiliated to the ALP unlike some unions. Due to their fragmentation and 
resulting lack of assertiveness, the Australian teachers’ associations were unable to 
prevent the subsidisation of private schools in the 1970s and 1980s. The ALP, which 
significantly increased private school subsidisation in the 1970s, was unable to 
assert its position (Forsey, et al. 2017; Sherington & Hughes, 2015; Spaull, 2001).

Unlike in New Zealand, where the Labor Party, also in power in the 1970s, incor-
porated Catholic private schools into the mainstream education system (Nikolai, 
2020), Australia’s ALP pursued a different approach by expanding public subsidies 
for private schools. In contrast to the LP, which wanted to strengthen parental school 
choice by increasing subsidies, the ALP hoped that the subsidies would strengthen 
the state’s power to act and thus make it easier for the federal government to reduce 
socio-economic inequalities in the private school system (Sherington & Hughes, 
2015). Before the 1960s, the ALP was significantly shaped by Catholic members 
within the party and parliament, as well as by Catholic-dominated trade unions. 
However, from the 1970s onward, this influence gradually diminished. Therefore, 
the ALP did not oppose subsidies to private schools but advocated a fair distribution 
of federal subsidies to public and private schools (cf. debate in the House of 
Representatives [HoR], 1964).

The ALP lost the 1975 federal election, and the federal Liberal-Conservative 
coalition government ensured that private schools received higher federal subsidies 
than public schools (Forsey et al., 2017; Zehavi, 2012). This disparity in funding 
between the federal and state governments still exists today: while public schools 
received only 16% from the federal government and 81% from the states and terri-
tories for their funding in 2024, Catholic schools received more than half of their 
budget as subsidies from the federal government (ISA, 2024, own calculations). 
After returning to the federal government, the ALP (1983–1996) attempted to slow 
down the creation of new private schools in the 1980s by stagnating subsidies, but 
the Liberal-Conservative coalition government (1996–2007) increased subsidies 
again (Forsey et al., 2017). The main argument put forward by the governing coali-
tion was that the subsidies would enable parents to choose their own school. By 
further increasing subsidies, the coalition government accelerated the expansion of 
the private school sector (ibid.). This is because the state subsidies enabled Catholic 
and some independent private schools to keep their school fees low, making them 
more attractive and accessible to parents from low and middle social classes (Zehavi, 
2012). The expansion of subsidies also meant that the independent private school 
sector expanded, resulting in a considerable diversity of providers. Various 
Aboriginal communities also utilised the subsidy opportunities to establish their 
own schools (so-called indigenous schools). The substantial growth in private 
schools has given the Catholic and independent private school lobby groups a pow-
erful position, so that the LP and ALP have made little attempt to reduce subsidies 
to private schools since the 1980s (Zehavi, 2012). The representatives of Catholic 
private schools at the federal, state and territory levels are still powerful and asser-
tive actors (Forsey et al., 2017).

The funding of schools in Australia is still the subject of ongoing debate today 
(Sinclair & Savage, 2024) and, according to Forsey et al., can be characterised as a 
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‘poisonous debate’ (Forsey et  al., 2017, p.  49). In the 2011 Gonski Report, the 
evaluation of school funding initiated by a federal ALP government argued in favour 
of increasing education spending and funding schools according to need (linked to 
the so-called Schooling Resource Standard) (Australian Government, 2011). 
According to Gonski, inequalities in funding should be reduced, and school funding 
should be linked to NAPLAN test results. NAPLAN (National Assessment 
Program—Literacy and Numeracy) is a standardized testing system in Australia 
that evaluates students’ proficiency in reading, writing, and mathematics at multiple 
stages of schooling. After the LP won the 2013 election the Turnbull Plan was 
announced in 2017, which manifested in the unequal funding of public and private 
schools (Sinclair & Savage, 2024). It stipulated that in future, only 20% of private 
schools and 80% of public schools would be funded by the federal government. As 
the conservative coalition government won another federal election in 2019, the 
unequal subsidisation of public and private schools by the federal government in 
Australia continued.

Australia has continued the trend toward greater enrolment in private schools 
over the last decade with more students in private secondary schools than private 
primary schools. There is a trend for families to move their children into private 
schools for secondary education after primary schooling. Since 2022, Australia has 
been governed by a Labor Party government; however, this has not altered the fun-
damental funding arrangements for public and private schooling. The issue of fund-
ing has to some extent gone off the political agenda and is not debated much in 
parliament or in wider circles, though the Greens party have advocated for a major 
reduction in private school funding especially for elite independent schools and 
greater funding for public schools. During the Covid-19 pandemic the need for 
greater funding for public schools was raised as many public schools struggled to 
provide online learning during the pandemic.

�Private Schooling in Germany

Unlike in Australia, the German federal government is not involved in the subsidi-
sation of private schools; this is the sole responsibility of states as part of their 
‘cultural sovereignty’. However, the subsidisation of private schools is being 
forced through regulations at federal level: the Weimar Constitution (1919) and the 
Basic Law (since 1949). The share of public subsidies to private schools covers 
around two-thirds or even more of the costs compared to the per-pupil-costs at 
public schools (Nikolai & Koinzer, 2017). The number of pupils attending private 
schools has increased, particularly in cities and in sparsely populated regions in 
eastern Germany. An expansion can be observed above all in the primary school 
sector (Nikolai & Brown, 2025). Germany is following the global trend of increas-
ing private school attendance in the primary school sector (Nikolai & Koinzer, 
2017), however, the level of private school attendance is at a low level in an inter-
national comparison. But there are considerable variations between the federal 
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states within Germany. While the increases for example in the southern German 
state of Baden-Württemberg or Bavaria are moderate and on a par with Germany, 
the city state of Berlin and the eastern German state of Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania have seen considerable growth. For example, private school attendance 
in the primary school sector in Berlin expanded from 4.4% (2000) to 10.3% (2023) 
and in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania from 2.4% (2000) to 11.9% (2023) (StBa, 
various years a and b).

The social segregation in private primary school attendance is particularly evi-
dent in Berlin. In Berlin, for example, private primary schools can be found in 
neighbourhoods with an affluent population, while they are less represented in 
socially disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Nikolai et  al., 2025). Private primary 
schools are not only expanding in regions with low populations (e.g. in eastern 
Germany), but private primary schools are also on the increase in western Germany, 
especially in larger cities and university towns. During the expansion of private 
schools, a debate has broken out in the school policy making of the federal states 
about how private schools are financed and regulated and how they can comply with 
the prohibition of segregation in the Basic Law (Art. 7) (Brosius-Gersdorf, 2018; 
Wrase & Helbig, 2016). Private schools should not promote the segregation of 
pupils according to their parents’ income. This is intended to prevent segregation 
between public and private schools.

The regulation of the private school system in Germany can be characterised as 
path-dependent, as the school regulations of the federal states are based on Article 
7 of the Basic Law, the wording of which has not been changed since it came into 
force in 1949. And in Article 7, the Basic Law has in turn adopted the constitutional 
requirements of the Weimar Constitution (WRV) of 1919 almost word for word. 
From the perspective of historical institutionalism with its concept of path depen-
dency (Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000), the WRV can be characterised as a “critical 
juncture” (Nikolai & Koinzer, 2017) for the private school system in Germany. The 
regulations on private schools in the WRV and later their retention in the Basic Law 
meant that the parties had no choice but to subsidise private schools. The WRV 
regulated the priority of public schools, but private schools were permitted as alter-
native schools under certain conditions. Private schools with a specific denomina-
tional and/or pedagogical orientation could remain in existence or be newly 
established under the WRV if the education administration “recognizes a special 
pedagogical interest” or parents did not have access to “a public elementary school 
of their denomination or ideology in the municipality” (WRV Art. 147, para. 4, 
Basic Law Art. 7). Art. 147 also stipulated the so-called prohibition of segregation, 
according to which “segregation of pupils according to the property status of their 
parents should not be promoted” (Art. 147, para. 1 WRV). For Germany, the fol-
lowing can be summarised: private school funding is a path-dependent develop-
ment, and in this sense it is a critical juncture (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007), the 
WRV of 1919 and the Basic Law of 1949 created the conditions for denominational 
private schools to receive high subsidies  in the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG). In contrast, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) pursued a different 
educational policy, where private (including denominational schools) were 
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abolished as part of the socialist education system. However, following German 
reunification in 1990 and the accession of the former GDR to the FRG, the Basic 
Law, including its provisions on private school funding (Article 7), was extended 
to the eastern federal states. In the FRG, constitutional rulings in the 1980s resulted 
in the extension of high subsidies to non-denominational private schools. This prin-
ciple remained unchanged after reunification and has since been applied uniformly 
across all federal states, including those in the former GDR. Following German 
reunification, cross-party support for high public subsidies for private schools has 
persisted at both the federal and state levels, as these schools are considered to 
complement and enrich the education system. However, this was not always the 
case, as developments immediately after the Second World War show (Nikolai & 
Brown, 2025).

In many federal states, the CDU (Christian Democratic Union) admitted the 
introduction of church-run private schools, which had been banned during the 
National Socialist era (1933–1945) and supported them financially with high subsi-
dies (Ansell & Lindvall, 2021). The CDU justified this with reference to parental 
choice and the importance of religious education in denominational private schools. 
As the CDU is a party which is open for all Christian denominations, they supported 
all church-run private schools no matter what denomination. Some federal states 
governed by the CDU also reintroduced public primary schools for different denom-
inations. These were gradually replaced in the 1950s and 1960s by public primary 
schools without denominations. There is a certain path dependency here, except that 
the former public denominational schools have shifted to the private sector (Nikolai 
& Helbig, 2019).

The SPD (Social Democracy Party), however, initially rejected subsidies (Sass, 
2024), but later accepted them as conflicts over comprehensive schools overshad-
owed debates on subsidies for private schools. The SPD in Germany accepted 
subsidising private schools—for two reasons: On the one hand the SPD argued 
that subsidies prevent private schools from becoming socially selective. On the 
other hand, the SPD accepted subsidies, since among the private schools were also 
many private schools with a reform pedagogical profile and the SPD saw them as 
an alternative to the stratified public school system. In addition, the SPD was 
engaged for decades in many federal states advocating an extension of the primary 
school period and establishing a comprehensive school system (Nikolai & 
Brown, 2025).

The regulations in the Basic Law for private schools were therefore never 
changed by the parties, and for decades the Basic Law, together with several 
court rulings, prepared the ground for high subsidies to private schools (Nikolai 
et al., 2018). This support for subsidies is evident for both denominational and 
non-denominational private schools. Private primary schools have expanded sig-
nificantly, particularly in the eastern German states. One reason for this is the 
delayed establishment of private schools in these states, as the creation of private 
schools was not permitted under the GDR school system. Additionally, there has 
been a strong expansion of private primary schools, especially in state capitals 
(e.g., Schwerin in the federal state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania) and 
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university cities, where the share of private primary schools exceeded 25% in 
some areas by the mid-2010s. In several cities, a “parallel system of public and 
private primary schools” (own translation based on Nikolai & Helbig, 2019, 
p. 300) has emerged. Private primary schools—focusing here on urban areas—
are therefore no longer a marginal phenomenon within the German school sys-
tem. In Germany, public subsidies for private schools remain unquestioned across 
the political spectrum—in contrast to Australia, even among those in the Green 
party or socialist parties.

�Discussion and Conclusion: Comparative Discussion 
of the German and Australian Contexts

In both Australia and Germany, government subsidies are central to the existence 
and growth of private schools. In Australia, state support for private schools began 
in the 1960s, initially limited to certain programmes, but developed into compre-
hensive financial support from federal governments administered through state and 
territory governments. These subsidies also made it possible for families from 
lower - and middle-income groups to choose private schools. In Germany, the sub-
sidisation of private schools is historically anchored in the WRV (1919) and the 
Basic Law (1949). Here, private schools receive up to two thirds of their costs as 
public subsidies, whereby funding is exclusively a matter for the federal states. 
Unlike in Australia, the proportion of pupils attending private schools in Germany 
is significantly lower. However, there are regional differences, particularly between 
eastern and western Germany, and the proportion of private schools is also high in 
larger cities. In Australia in some smaller towns there are no private schools, so 
students do not have the option to attend. In some German communities, a private 
primary school is often the only option left for parents after the closure of the last 
public school. The attractiveness of private schools in Australia is also fuelled by 
the fact that the media often promotes the perception that private schools have bet-
ter results for students and thus undermine confidence and support for public 
schools.

The generous subsidisation of private schools has led to a political election 
dilemma in both countries. By subsidising private schools, political parties try to 
win the long-term loyalty of certain groups of voters. A generous subsidisation 
does not really help them win votes, but if they don’t fund and support private 
school funding, they will lose votes, so they do it to maintain the status quo. In 
Australia, both the conservative LP and the ALP have used subsidies to attract vot-
ers from the Catholic community. However, once introduced, subsidies are difficult 
to withdraw as this action attracts strong opposition from parents, private school 
providers and lobby groups. A similar dynamic can be seen in Germany. Parties 
such as the CDU support subsidies for ideological reasons, to promote denomina-
tional schools, while the SPD defends them as an instrument against social selec-
tivity. At the same time, the constitutional requirements make it difficult to turn 
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away from existing subsidisation practices and therefore this is an example of path 
dependency.

In both countries, the expansion of private schools is leading to increasing social 
segregation. In Australia, students from higher income groups attend private schools 
disproportionately. In Germany, too, there is a concentration of private schools in 
more socially and economically advantaged neighbourhoods and less availability in 
disadvantaged regions. These developments undermine the goal of educational 
equity and reinforce social inequalities.

While the subsidies were originally intended to minimise social differences, in 
practice they contribute to widening the gap between public and private schools. In 
Australia, this is exacerbated by the unequal distribution of federal funds in favour 
of private schools. However, it should be noted that subsidies are also allocated to 
elite independent schools which charge high school fees. The less affluent Catholic 
schools in lower socio-economic areas have more justification for their funding 
level given many of their students are from disadvantage and culturally diverse 
backgrounds. In Germany, the discussion repeatedly centres on the fact that compli-
ance with the ban on special treatment enshrined in the Basic Law is not always 
adequately monitored.

The analysis of private school subsidies in Australia and Germany underscores 
how historical institutionalism and the concept of path dependency can illuminate 
the development of school policies in both contexts. Subsidisation policies, shaped 
by critical junctures, have established enduring frameworks that constrain future 
policy options and reflect deeply ingrained institutional structures and political 
dynamics. Both cases reveal how decisions at critical junctures have locked political 
actors into subsidy frameworks that are challenging to reform and adjust. In 
Australia, federal funding for private schools has become a politically sensitive 
issue, as both major parties face resistance from well-organised private school lob-
bies and parents benefiting from subsidies. These groups argue that freedom of 
school choice should be an uncontestably right for families, however, this choice is 
largely dependent on a family’s capacity to pay the fees that the private school 
charges and other related expenses such as school uniforms. In Australia institu-
tional arrangement and funding policy models are difficult to challenge and rede-
sign. Similarly, in Germany, attempts to reform private school funding are 
constrained by constitutional requirements and the deeply entrenched role of private 
schools within the educational landscape.

The comparison between Australia and Germany shows how state subsidies 
strengthen the private school sector, but also create complex political and social 
problems. Freedom of choice in the school system is being expanded, but at the 
same time social inequalities are increasing and institutional and political inertia is 
preventing reforms in the funding system. The challenge for political actors remains 
to design subsidisation policies in such a way that educational equity and social 
cohesion are promoted without restricting parents’ freedom of choice.
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