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Fact sheet 59 - Types of schools in Australia 

A guide for teachers, teacher aides, teacher assistants, SSOs, LSOs and 

integration aides. 

Formal education in Australia generally begins with early childhood education (long-

day care in a childcare centre, family day care or playgroups, ‘pre-kindy’, ‘kindy’ or 

another play-based learning program). ‘Kindy’, short for kindergarten, is offered by 

both primary schools and other providers. While popular, it’s not compulsory. 

Formal compulsory schooling begins in primary school, starting with pre-primary. The 

first few years of primary school focuses mainly on core skills such as phonics, number 

sense, reading and writing. In most States, students finish primary school in Year 6 

and then attend high school from Year 7. Students can leave in Years 10, 11 or 12 if 

they have an alternative training option such as an apprenticeship.  

To complete high school, students need to finish Year 12. High schools can be known 

as community colleges, middle schools, district high schools and senior colleges 

(which are for Year 11 and 12 students only). Students often complete vocational 

qualifications as part of their studies, usually a Certificate II. Business administration, 

childcare, hospitality and cooking qualifications are common.  

Other than attending a standard public or private school, children can also: 

• be home-schooled 

• attend a ‘School of the Air’ if they live in an isolated area such as a cattle station 

• enrol with a school that follows an alternative philosophy and curriculum (such 

as a Steiner or Montessori school) 

• enrol in a private, faith-based school (such as a Catholic or Islamic school) 

• attend a special needs’ school if they have a diagnosed disability or a disorder 

that requires ongoing support 

• attend schools who run specialist programs for subjects such as language, 

sport, music, art or technology 

• attend schools or programs designed for students at educational risk (such as 

‘behavioural schools’ and ‘language support schools’).  
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Schools in Australia can be either government (public) or non-government (private). 

Some government schools can have ‘independent public school’ status, meaning that 

they have a higher degree of self-governance and operational decision making than 

standard public schools. 

Kindergarten 

This non-compulsory year includes 5 or so days per fortnight of mostly play-based 

learning. Children commonly attend half days to begin with and transition to full days 

in the first month or two. Many attend 2 full days and 1 half day per week, although 

there are variations. Kindy programs follow a play-based curriculum, although there 

may be some explicit instruction (traditional teaching) in short bursts.  

While not compulsory, many children are enrolled in kindy when they are old enough. 

Kindy programs are offered by a range of providers including primary schools and 

childcare providers. The purposes of kindy are for children to:  

• learn through play in a structured learning environment 

• learn how to make friends, share and develop social skills 

• develop basic knowledge and language skills 

• practise using numbers such as counting 

• learn how to express ideas and thoughts through art, dance and play 

• help with the transition from home to formal full-time school. 

Pre-primary 

Pre-primary is the first year of formal and compulsory schooling. It starts at around 

5 years of age. You can think of pre-primary as being a bridge between kindy (which 

is non-compulsory and part-time) and Year 1 (when children start learning in more 

formal lesson formats).  

Pre-primary programs are delivered by early childhood teachers who are employed by 

a primary school – they are usually assisted by 1 or more teacher aides who help with 

cleaning, food preparation, organising equipment and resources, student learning and 

other basic tasks.  

The curriculum has a heavy focus on phonics and phonological awareness, reading, 

writing, numbers and other core skills. 
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Primary school 

Primary school includes pre-primary and Years 1-6. Many primary schools offer kindy 

programs as well (k-6). Most primary schools in Australia can be described as follows: 

• The learning environment is highly structured, and lessons or blocks are 

planned by a qualified teacher.  

• Children typically attend Monday-Friday over 4 school terms of around 10 

weeks each. 

• The learning program is based around key areas such as English, mathematics, 

science, and humanities and social sciences (HASS). 

• Students do 2-3 specialised subjects such as foreign languages, art, music, 

technology and HPE (health and physical education). These subjects are 

scheduled once or twice a week and are usually run by a specialist teacher. 

High school 

Also known as secondary schools or secondary colleges, students attend high school 

from years 7-12. A typical Australian high school has the following characteristics:  

• Attendance is basically the same as primary schools (terms, days and times) 

except some high schools start earlier in the morning. 

• Students attend a ‘form room’ each morning for 10-15 minutes with their ‘form-

room teacher’.  

• Students move from class to class every hour or so and attend 5 lessons per 

day (2 before recess, 2 before lunch and 1 after lunch). 

• Students attend compulsory classes but are given the opportunity to select 

several electives based on their interests (e.g., woodwork, outdoor education). 

• High school teachers rarely teach more than 1 or 2 subject areas, unlike primary 

school teachers who teach most subjects. High school teachers are specialists 

in learning areas such as maths or science, although they may teach outside 

their area of expertise.  

Special needs’ schools 

Special needs’ schools are also called education support centres in WA and schools 

for specific purposes (SSP) in NSW (where they were formerly known as special 
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schools). Schools of special education needs or ‘SEN schools’ tend to specialise in a 

specific condition such as medical or mental health.  

While many SwDs enrol in a mainstream school and attend a general classroom (often 

with the support of a teacher aide), some parents choose to enrol their child in a school 

which specialises in supporting students who require a high level of one-on-one 

support.  

• Special needs’ schools are often smaller than other high and primary schools. 

They are often located on the same site as the larger mainstream school, but 

have their own classrooms, teachers and administration. 

• Their teachers are usually (but not always) trained to work with SwDs. 

• Some SEN schools are highly specialised (such as schools for the vision or 

hearing impaired, or those that have programs specifically designed for 

students with autism (e.g. the Northern School of Autism in Victoria). 

• All students in special needs’ schools are placed on an individual education 

plan (IEP) and many require an individual behaviour management plan (IBMP). 


