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What makes a good school? Chris Bonnor and Jane Caro 

What makes a good school? (2012) taps into the highly topical issue of school choice in 

Australia. At the outset, Bonnor and Caro declare that they are “unashamedly partisan. We 

believe in the importance of universal, free, secular and compulsory education for all 

children, regardless of their parents’ ability or willingness to pay fees” (p. vi). It is from this 

premise that the authors explore the current state and context of education in Australia. 

Aimed at parents, the text focuses on “the agony and ecstasy of choice” (p. 74). Bonnor and 

Caro argue that while the notion of school choice sounds wonderful, the reality is “driving 

anxiety and its accompanying discontent, rather that increasing our sense of happiness” (p. 

78). Despite politicians of all persuasion espousing “school choice”, choice and competition 

have “never created quality schools for all” (p. 202). Rather, choice “was and is only 

available to people with certain advantages: access to money for school fees, geographic 

location…or access to information and networks” (p. 202). 

In addition to examining the current status of Australian schooling, Bonnor and Caro devote 

a chapter to explaining and critiquing NAPLAN and the MySchools website. They conclude 

that parents should use the website as a guide only because there are many flaws in this 

resource. Other chapters explore what schools are “really like”, current issues in schools, 

types of schools, and what makes good teaching and learning. 

Scattered throughout the text are anecdotes from Bonnor and Caro, who have both been 

involved in education for many years. These personal stories lighten the text and add an 

interesting element to What makes a good school?. Bonnor and Caro’s writing style is direct 

and confirms the introductory statement about where their educational and principle loyalties 

lie. 

Much of What makes a good school? is common sense. In choosing a school parents 

should: look beyond school marketing, not listen to negative gossip, not expect perfection in 

a school, and think carefully about how schools deal with factors such as student wellbeing, 

bullying, social media, discipline and special needs. Chapter 10 “What makes a good system 

of schools?” is the most interesting part of the text and raises many thought-provoking points 

- “the argument about schools and money is far more complex than our superficial debate 

about rich schools and poor schools, or even bad schools and good schools”. Bonnor and 

Caro move their discussion from individual schools to systemic educational issues and 

principles; this is a strength of the text.  

Although there are no pat answers to these complex issues, Bonnor and Caro suggest 

several avenues that should be addressed. They discuss the 2011 Gonski Review of 

Funding for Schooling in Australia and state that we must focus on the inequality within and 

between schools. In order to create more “good schools”, we can fix schools on the inside 

through school appraisals and teacher appraisals (p. 226). To fix schools on the outside 

there must be an emphasis on funding and framework issues (p. 231). Change won’t be 

easy, “the hurdles facing a breakthrough are huge” (p. 236). 

What makes a good school? is part ‘guide for parents’ and part ‘theoretical exploration of the 

state of Australia’s schooling system’. Although the two parts relate, there may be a lack of 



Kate Broadley 
 

engagement in certain sections of the text for those who are reading it for one specific 

purpose or another. Chapter 1 “Who are schools for?”, and Chapters 8 - 11 delve into 

educational philosophy and theory. The remaining seven chapters provide guidance and 

opinion for the purpose of aiding parents to choose a school for their child. A clear 

separation of these sections and purposes is needed in the book. 

The text concludes with a warning that “we have lost sight of the democratic purpose of 

education and in the process we have diminished the potential of education as a common 

good” (p. 239). While this sounds bleak, Bonnor and Caro remain hopeful. What makes a 

good school? it is a thought-provoking read for those who are choosing a school and for 

those who are interested in how Australian schools are faring. 
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