
ii 
 

 

Church, State or Independent? Factors that influence nine parents' 

school preference 

 

 

 

Brendan Damato 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation presented in the Faculty of Education at the University of Malta 

for the degree of Masters in Teaching and Learning in Early Childhood and 

Primary Education  

 

 

September, 2025 





iv 

EDUC-2023-00749

Faculty of Education



v 
 

Abstract 

 

At a glance, the concept of school choice seems to be universal, a right enjoyed by everyone, 

but upon further reflection, several factors present themselves as potential stumbling blocks to 

prevent or even inhibit an individual’s right to choose.  Such potential choices can be seen in the 

Maltese educational system. This manifests itself in 3 main forms: State-led schools, Church 

schools and Independent private schools. The purpose of this study is to examine the aspects 

that nine parents took into account and describe how these factors, taken together, helped 

them make decisions about their children's schools.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine parents in order to gain insight on the 

decision-making process, where parents weighed up several factors in order to evaluate and 

single-out potential choices. These interviews revealed that parents, through the use of various 

means of communication, namely social media and word of mouth, were able to become aware 

of the different schools offered by each sector. Although school choice is individualistic in 

nature, it was discovered that parents were quick to point out the financial contribution needed 

in order to attend school, regardless of sector as well as put emphasis on the accessibility of 

each school as main features that frame school choice. This was followed by other factors 

namely educational quality, proximity, the perception of classroom size as well as further 

educational opportunities offered or gained though attendance. The analysis of the lived 

experienced of parents, helped to expose the factors on which ultimately hinged choice.  

Keywords: School preference, State schools, Faith-based church schools, Independent/Private 

schools, Parents, Factors 
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1.1 Research context  

Education has been a main staple for the human race, as to survive, thrive and evolve 

into our current form we currently occupy as Homo-sapiens in the 21st Century. Many a 

philosopher has tackled the meaning and effect of education and the reason why education is 

integral to our development, namely Socrates who highlighted rather than passively imparting 

knowledge to his students, gave importance to the act of learning through self-discovery using 

critical thinking skills and comparing one’s findings to others, through dialogue, to form new 

understandings and insights (Knezic, Wubbels, Elbers, & Hajer, 2010). Building off Socrates, 

Dewey viewed education as a way through which a person can grow and learn through a 

student-centred pedagogy. This pedagogy further included aspects of socialisation including 

adaptation to the surrounding environment by engaging collaborative problem solving, in which 

they conduct themselves in a just and democratic manner (Saltmarsh, 2008; Rorty, 1999). On 

the other hand, Freire found the definition of education hidden among the pedagogy used, of 

which he was critical, seeing education as liberation and empowerment, a way to free oneself 

from oppression from those of the socio-political and socio-economical dominant class.  

Students were able to become fully free thinkers despite societal differences by culminating 

critical consciousness. This enabled them to see the true world around them, free from myths 

and propaganda, and achieve social reform. (Hederman, 1982).  

According to the National Statistics Office (2018), out of a total of 280 schools that were 

established in the Maltese islands during the 2016-2017 school year, three distinct types of 

educational institutions were identified. These include the State sector Education institutions, 
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which consist of 159 schools, the Church Sector Education institutions, which consist of 77 

schools, and the Private Sector Education institutions, which consist of 44 schools.  

Given the multitude of educational options on the island, the concept of school choice 

or preference has become a key consideration for some parents. The decisions parents made 

are influenced by the elements discussed below. For some individuals, the decision may not 

have constituted a clear choice due to their circumstances; for instance, if parents lack 

someone to retrieve their child from school, they may elect to enrol them in a school near their 

workplace. 

Within the findings of the 2015 PISA study (OECD,2015), school preferences, among 

participating countries, might be based on a variety of factors, including the ethos and 

philosophy of the school, its closeness to the student's home, its reputation, the presence of a 

safe school environment, the expenditures invested for such an education, or the academic 

accomplishment of both former and present students. Albert and Garcia-Serrano (2010) further 

discussed the concept of selection bias among families, such as those who favour private 

schooling, may hold key characteristics such as financial means and the social network, to assist 

them in making a decision. On the other hand, according to Bosetti (2004), parents made 

decisions based on information gathered from their social and professional spheres. It can be 

noted that some parents may not have the professional and societal networks necessary to 

make an informed choice.  

It was stated also in the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) (2012) that all state 

schools would be grouped into a new college-based system that promoted continuity between 
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local primary schools and secondary schools. This system would include the teaching of a wide 

variety of subjects, including wood and metal work, home-economics, hospitality, and other 

subjects that are more traditional, such as foreign languages and the sciences. Schools that are 

both state-run and independent are co-ed, which means that both boys and girls are allowed to 

attend the same school. Additionally, schools have grown increasingly multicultural, which is 

reflective of society as a whole. Most Church schools continue to be single-gender institutions 

and have a far lower level of diversity. There is a possibility that these elements will impact the 

preferences of parents with regard to the education of their children. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

This study investigates the perspective of 9 parents/guardian’s and the reasons behind 

opting for a particular school, first based on which sector they preferred, those being 

Government State schools, Church schools, and independent schools. Secondly, the study shall 

also delve into how parents/guardians were able to garner an attraction towards particular 

schools they chose for their children The following research questions have been formulated in 

order to address the curiosity generated by the concept of school preference/choice as well as 

offer directionality to the research as it was being carried out.  

• What are the factors that parents/guardians consider when thinking about sending their 

child/ren to a particular school? 

• What forms of research do parents/guardians conduct to inform and aid in their 

decision making in regards to which sector and school is chosen? 
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1.3 Conceptual Framework 

The primary scope of this study was to find out what factors’ parents/guardians take into 

consideration when creating a preference/s for a particular school/s, taking into consideration 

aspects such as the academic quality provided by the school, religious affiliation, physical 

location and proximity to the household (Burgess, Greaves, Vignoles, & Wilson, 2015), among 

other attributes. Given the variety of school sectors in Malta, it is crucial to understands the 

history of each sector as it defines, how the current education system was conceived and 

developed up by looking at major educational milestones from the post war period till the 

present. It shall also give crucial insight to the distinction between Church, State and 

Independent schools in approach, vision and mission, administration and set-up and 

barriers/requirements for entry.  

The literature review (Chapter 2) explores the evolution of school choice in Malta, 

tracing the historical developments of the three main educational sectors, namely, state, church 

and independent schools. It also examined the underlying sociological and economic factors 

that effected parental decision making, drawing on notions of social class and cultural capital as 

well as the effects of marketisation of education. This chapter elaborates on how school 

preference has evolved alongside political, economic and policy changes such as educational 

reform and increased competition within the Maltese educational sector. Through the critical 

analysis of parent’s perceptions and the challenges they faced, may help to set the stage for the 

study’s findings and their discussion with literature, helping the reader to understand the 

nuances of the Maltese education system.  
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The literature review chapter revealed the emergence of the marketisation of education 

in Malta throughout the late 1970s-1980s to the present day, in conjunction with the historical 

growth of schools. Educational institutions have been and continue to be regarded as private 

corporations competing with each other (Spiteri, 2016). These institutions can be classified as 

either Church or non-church independent schools based on whether they rely on donations or 

fees for access to education and are not controlled by the government's monopoly on state 

education. Marketisation provides parents/guardians with a range of school options, each with 

distinct qualities. However, not all parents/guardians have the opportunity to choose any 

school they want due to the fees associated with private schools. Consequently, their ability to 

enrol in a specific school depends on their socio-economic status and cultural capital (Butler & 

Van Zanten, 2007). 

 

1.4 Significance of this study 

The significance of this dissertation lies in its exploration of the complex decision-making 

process behind parental school preferences within the educational landscape of Malta. While 

education serves as a means of socialization and empowerment, the specific factors influencing 

parental choices regarding schools are multifaceted. The study's focus on understanding these 

factors through qualitative methodology, involving interviews with parents from different 

educational sectors, offers valuable insights into the nuances of decision-making. By examining 

factors such as academic quality, religious affiliation, and proximity to home, the research sheds 

light on how historical and contemporary developments shape the educational market in Malta. 

Moreover, the exploration of the marketization of education underscores the socio-economic 
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implications of school choice, where access to certain institutions is influenced by financial 

means and social networks. Through this lens, the dissertation contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the dynamics between education, socio-economic status, and parental 

decision-making, which have significant implications for educational equity and social mobility 

in Malta. 
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Chapter 2: 

Literature 

Review: 
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2.1 Introduction to school choice 

The concept of school choice is the act of parents choosing educational institutions for 

their children. Although it may seem deceptively straightforward, school choice can encompass 

a wide range of decisions, such as between different school sectors such as public/state schools, 

independent private schools, and faith-based schools among others. The increased 

implementation and enforcement of school choice laws, notably in countries such as the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, represents a worldwide trend towards allowing 

parents more control over many elements of their children's education. The justification for 

these regulations is generally defended by claiming that they foster competition among various 

educational institutions, raise educational standards, and accommodate students' diverse needs 

(Lubienski and Weitzel, 2010). 

Neoliberal educational reforms often discuss school choice, prioritizing market concepts 

such as competition, consumer choice, and decentralisation (Ball, 2003). Those who support 

school choice argue that it is beneficial to educational equity because it gives parents from a 

wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds the opportunity to choose the schools that are best 

suited for their children. Those who are opposed to school choice argue that it might make 

educational disparities worse by giving preference to wealthy families who have the means, 

experience, and cultural advantages necessary to negotiate the complicated school selection 

procedures (Burgess et al., 2009). 

The education system found in the Maltese islands can be divided into 3 distinct sectors, firstly, 

State/government schools which can be divided into a series of 10 colleges, such as St. Thomas 

More College, St. Benedict’s College and Saint Margaret’s College to mention a few; are spread 
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around the island encompassing within their catchment area a number of schools within 

different towns and villages, which can be seen in figure 1 (p.190), showing the catchment area 

of each college on the map of Malta and Gozo.  Within its’ remit, the state also holds the Malta 

Visual and Performing Arts School as well as the National Sport School.   

Secondly, there are various faith-based schools in Malta, under which a good majority of 

43 schools under the management and directorship of the Secretariate for Catholic Education 

except for 1 faith-based school, Mariam Albatool school, which is a Muslim faith school but is 

categorised as an independent school, as categorised in table 8 (p.197) by the Ministry of 

Education (2024). These schools used to be single sex schools although in recent years, some 

schools have switched to become co-educational. 

Lastly, Independent Private schools such as San Anton school and San Andrea school 

(Table 8, p.197), are completely distinct from any other governing body, made up from parent’s 

foundations (appendix 2) and in order to attend charge fees for tuition, of which parents benefit 

from tax rebates from the government, acting as an alternate choice to the aforementioned 

school sectors (Eurydice, 2023). The 3 main sectors mentioned above offer education at 

different levels, namely pre-schools, kindergarten, primary schooling, secondary schooling as 

even post-secondary education, as defined by figure 2, showing the timeline of education in 

Malta by age (Figure. 2, p.191).  

Parents' perceptions of the various available school sectors, namely state, faith based, 

and independent schools, are a critical factor in the decision-making process of selecting a 

school for their children. Throughout the decision-making process, parents assess the distinctive 
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characteristics of each sector in accordance with their personal values, beliefs, and educational 

objectives for their children. These perceptions may be based on a number of variables, as 

highlighted by Charles’ (2011) model, which parent’s take into consideration when forming an 

opinion and ultimately a decision on a particular school, showing the process on how school 

preference is created. (Figure. 3, p.192).  

 

2.2 The difference between school sectors and parents’ perceptions 

within a wider context 

2.2.1 State Schools 

State schools are valued for being inclusive and easily accessible, despite being seen as 

the default choice in many nations. The majority of parents who send their children to state 

schools do so because they think the diverse curriculum and school climate will better prepare 

them for the social dynamics of the real world. According to research by Ball, Bowe, and Gewirtz 

(1996), parents believe that their children's social development depends on their ability to "mix 

with others from different backgrounds", which is why they see state schools as important 

venues for this (p. 91). 

However, there is a prevalent concern over the quality of education at public 

institutions. Reay and Lucey (2003) found that British parents often expressed worry about the 

large class sizes, insufficient funding, and perceived lower academic standards in public schools, 

particularly in economically disadvantaged areas. It was also found that for a good number of 

working-class families, with was simply down to luck “whether their house or council flat was in 

the catchment area of a good or poor state school” (Reay and Lucey, 2003, p. 126). Research 



12 
 

conducted in various nations has shown that parents may see public schools as less effective in 

providing individualised attention and offering academically stimulating opportunities compared 

to private or religious schools (Bosetti, 2004). 

2.2.2 Faith based Schools 

There is a common perception among parents that church schools, which are often 

linked with a variety of faith-based denominations, provide an education that is morally and 

values-oriented and is in line, more often than not, with their own religious views. The selection 

of these schools is based not only on the religious education they provide, but also on the 

perceived amount of discipline and organisation they exhibit. Research conducted in the United 

Kingdom indicates that parents appreciate the "strong moral framework" and "high standards of 

behaviour" that church schools provide for their children (Green & Triventi, 2020, p. 112). 

Typically, faith based schools are most often divided by gender, usually influenced by the 

monastic order in charge of the institution, which as a result could lead to a disparity in the 

access to faith-based education based on a number of factors such as the physical location and 

distance needed to attend school, whether it caters to either males or females, the family’s 

socio-economic background in order to pay for tuition as well as the which aligned faith being 

followed at the school (Shah & Conchar, 2009).   

Parents perceive that faith-based schools have an academic reputation that surpasses 

that of state schools, in addition to their religious affiliation. According to the findings of 

research conducted by Sikkink (2001) in the United States, parents often feel that church 

schools provide superior academic results and safer settings than state schools (p. 360). 
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Nevertheless, this perception may differ based on the specific context and the reputation and 

resources of the individual school. 

2.2.3 Independent Private Schools 

Perceptually, academic achievement, a specialised curriculum, and an abundance of 

extracurricular activities are often associated with private schools. Private schools are 

frequently selected by parents for their children due to their conviction that these institutions 

offer the most promising opportunities for future success. Buckingham (2010) argues that the 

perception of private schools as "incubators of privilege" is a result of their ability to provide 

students with networking opportunities and resources that are not available in state institutions 

(p. 305). Due to the fee-paying nature of independent schools, certain hidden fees in the form 

of “extracurricular activities, voluntary contributions and uniforms” have been found to act as a 

deterrent against those of lower socio-economic status (Yoon, 2019, p.8) 

Parents typically choose private schools owing to the smaller class sizes and personalised 

attention they provide, believing that private schools are more capable of fulfilling the special 

educational needs of their children rather than state-based education (Dauber, 2013). According 

to Holmes (2002), private schools provide more customised educational experiences and 

individualised assistance in comparison to state or faith-based schools, thereby endorsing this 

perspective. Nevertheless, the limited access to private schools might also reinforce the 

continuation of social inequalities. This is due to the fact that private schools are accessible only 

to families with significant financial means (Campbell, Proctor, & Sherington, 2009). According 

to Burgess, Greaves, Vignoles, & Wilson (2015), when making a decision to send a child into 
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independent schooling, parents would also be making a future preference for younger siblings, 

to also attend the same school.  

 

2.3 Factors influencing school choice/preference  

In contrast to the idea that the choice of which school to attend is only a matter of 

personal preference, the decision is preceded by a wide range of social, cultural, and economic 

considerations. By using a sociological perspective, one may discover the underlying aspects 

that influence how school preferences are established. By delving into school choice, possible 

interaction with concepts of social class, cultural capital, academic achievement, information 

access, and local environmental influences among others may be uncovered.  

2.3.1 Social Class and Economic capital 

One’s economic capital and resulting position within the social class hierarchy have a 

great impact on how parents perceive and act upon establishing a school choice for their 

children. Choosing a school extends beyond a mere decision about an educational institution for 

a child; it also functions as a reflection of broader socioeconomic inequalities. 

2.3.1.1 High Socio-Economic families 

Families with high socio-economic status, due to their significant economic wealth, has the 

most influence and the most mobility when presiding over matters of school choice, actively 

participating in the reproduction of social inequality (Lenkewitz, 2022). Families in this 

socioeconomic stratum have both the financial resources to attend top-tier schools, whether 

they are private or international, as well as the ability to exert considerable influence over these 
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institutions through financial contributions, social connections, and legacy admissions for their 

children (Zhang, Hu, & Hu, 2023; Ornstein, 2019). 

Parents from higher socioeconomic classes often see schooling as a strategic investment aimed 

at preserving and improving their social standing (Müller, Pforr, & Hochman, 2019). Müller, 

Pforr, & Hochman (2019) further argue that parents often choose prominent private schools 

that not only provide rigorous academic standards but also give networking opportunities that 

might enhance their children's prospects for admission to esteemed institutions and high-status 

professions. This decision extends beyond academic achievements, ensuring their children's 

integration into social circles that uphold their social standing (Khan, 2011). In addition, the 

financial capital possessed by affluent families allow them to be quite selective when it comes 

to choosing a school, typically taking into account criteria such as the school's prestige, its 

network of alumni, and the socioeconomic composition of the student population. According to 

Gaztambide-Fernández (2009) and Lareau (1987) present that high socio-economic families 

closely linked their school selection to their desire to uphold their social status. Parents were 

more inclined to choose schools that provide a certain cultural prestige, thus strengthening 

their children's affiliation with the privileged class as well as their ease of access and comfort 

within such schools (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Lareau, 1987). 

These families have the resources and the potential for representation to be able to 

influence school policies and curriculum, solidifying their position in the educational landscape 

of private schooling. Upper-class parents may exert influence over educational procedures by 

making substantial donations or actively participating in school events and positions of 

leadership such as those on school boards. This degree of control underscores how economic 
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wealth not only grants entry but also confers the authority to structure educational experiences 

in ways that sustain social inequity, further creating barriers to entry (Lareau, 1987). Due to the 

developments in education through the marketisation of education in the UK, the system of 

“educational selection is increasingly based on the wealth and wishes of parents rather than the 

individual abilities and efforts of students” (Reay, 2004, p. 539) thus showing that the market is 

favouring those with economic capital thus creating segregation between various groups based 

on their socio-economic status. 

2.3.1.2 The middle class and bourgeoisie 

When considering the broader middle class, economic resources remain essential in 

determining school selection; however, the specific factors may vary somewhat compared to 

the bourgeoisie. Typically characterised by a consistent income, high level of education, and 

professional standing, middle-class families are strongly committed to ensuring their children 

obtain a high-quality education (López-Calva & Ortiz-Juarez, 2014; Yoon, 2019). Families from 

the middle class are increasingly participating in the ‘school market’ i.e “shopping for the best 

school available in the education market” (Kosunen & Rivière, 2017, p. 3) in countries such as 

the United Kingdom, using their financial resources to secure admission to prestigious schools 

even though as identified by Napolitano, Pacholok & Fustenberg (2013), middle class families 

struggle to save money for their children’s education. Families can achieve this by either paying 

tuition fees or purchasing property in the highly sought-after areas where these schools are 

located (Reay et al., 2011). 

A parent's financial resources may make up for their lack of educational capital when 

choosing a school, claims Akyol (2022). Small business owners and shopkeepers are able to send 
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their children to prestigious schools despite having lower levels of education than other middle-

class parents because of the financial resources available to them through their businesses. 

Private schools are within their financial means, and thus they have more control over their 

children's learning experiences (Akyol, 2022). 

These families closely link the concept of school choice to their aspirations for upward 

social mobility and the preservation or enhancement of their social standing, rather than solely 

focusing on academic results. Bathmaker, Ingram, & Waller (2013) drawing on the work of 

Bourdieu (1986) found that middle class individuals would be ‘playing the game’ to maintain 

their societal position through “the acquisition, maintenance, development and mobilisation of 

cultural, social and economic resources” (p.730). Bathmaker, Ingram, & Waller (2013) further 

discuss that in order to secure advantageous positions whether knowingly or unknowingly, this 

movement within the middle class can be attributed to assimilation into circles dominated by 

the upper-class i.e. private independent schooling. This is especially true for the bourgeoisie, as 

described by Karl Marx, who own enterprises, shops, and other revenue sources as means of 

production, putting much emphasis on meritocracy and quality education in order to maintain 

social standing (Hill, 2022). Even if bourgeois parents with working-class backgrounds have less 

formal education than other middle- or working-class individuals, their financial advantages 

influence their school choice, as they have acquired secure positional advantage when 

compared to the working class with access to better schools (Hill, 2022).  

Due to their financial security, the bourgeoisie and middle class can contribute to paying 

school fees, participate in extracurricular activities, or relocate to more prosperous areas with 
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better schools for their children, as strong economic power typically gives these parents a 

greater voice in school selection, despite their lower education levels (Harding, 2011). 

2.3.1.3 The working class 

Despite facing financial constraints, working-class families also make considerable efforts 

to impact their children's educational accomplishments, whereas public perception would 

frame working class parents as not engaged in school culture due to their own experiences at 

school (Lavee & Benjamin, 2015; Barg, 2019). Barg (2019) continues by showing that working-

class parents, may have fewer educational options due to financial constraints than middle class 

or high socio-economic value parents and may feel uncomfortable being involved in schooling, 

when the majority of the school is made up of the middle-class population. However, this does 

not mean that they are passive participants in the learning process. Working-class families were 

found to be ready to make concessions, albeit made difficult due to their low-socio-economic 

status and caring necessities. In reality few families were able to undertake additional 

employment or reduce expenditures in order to afford superior educational opportunities or 

relocate to regions/locations with more reputable state schools. (Lavee & Benjamin, 2015; Reay 

and Lucey, 2003). This is evident is studies indicating that working-class parents, despite their 

low economic status, demonstrated a high level of dedication to their children's education. 

Working-class families made practical decisions when it came to selecting schools for their 

children, influenced by variables such as proximity to the school, the school's reputation within 

the community, and the availability of support services (Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003). 

Furthermore, numerous parents from the working class engaged in "aspirational 

capital", as defined by Yasso (2005) as “the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, 
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even in face of real or perceived barriers” (Narvaiz, 2023, p.13). By tapping into their 

aspirational capital, parents prioritised educational decisions that they believed would improve 

their children's future prospects, even if it meant making significant financial sacrifices. 

According to Rowan (2019), research has shown that certain working-class families were 

choosing charter schools or specialised programs within public schools for better educational 

outcomes, within the United States of America, as a way for securing the best possible 

education for their children. Bennett et. Al (2012) also highlighted how parents of working-class 

backgrounds prioritised their children’s social mobility and the strengthening of their children’s 

abilities all the while maintaining a high level of safety within school. Working class parents 

would also promote a greater deal of autonomy for their children to choose their free time 

rather than subject them to extra-curricular activities over the distrust of dominant social 

institutions (Snellman, Silva & Putnam, 2015). Conversely the middle-class parent’s desire to 

tailor make structured extra-curricular for their children’s participation are as a means to 

cultivating different skills and future success, thus nurturing professional attributes for social 

mobility (Martinez, Coker, McMahon, Cohen, & Thapa, 2016; Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2016). 

Though this structured approach, gives allowance to middle class children to build cultural 

capital, developing skills and connections which are necessary for traversing the social sphere, 

leading to furthered success. However, for working class families, the time and financial 

investment in extra-curricular activities may prove impractical due to tight work schedules and 

less financial flexibility, have been found to rather embrace resilience and independence 

(Cheadle & Amato, 2011).  
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Social class distinctions show a clear disparity in both social and educational equity, as 

upper-middle class students benefit from having access to extra-curricular activities that foster 

leadership, teamwork, and discipline, whereas the working-class students may not have the 

opportunity for such development and learning, thus reinforcing divisions by social class based 

on economic and cultural backgrounds (Donnelly, Lazetic, Sandoval-Hernandez, Kameshwara, & 

Whewall, 2019; Snellman, Silva & Putnam, 2015). 

 

2.4 Cultural Capital and Educational Aspirations  

Cultural capital, coined by Pierre Bourdieu, highlights “The symbols, ideas, tastes, and 

preferences that can be strategically used as resources in social action” or a “disposition to act, 

think or feel in a particular way” (Oxford Reference, 2024). In order to access different levels of 

information, assets such as social class standing and economic status dictate to the amount of 

cultural capital and individual may absorb. To afford an individual access to and acceptance 

within spaces dominated by those of higher social calibre requires the aforementioned aspects 

as the working-class person may not have access to such cultural capital, within their habitus, in 

order to attempt to transcend the social ladder and assimilate with those of higher social class. 

This can be characterised by exhibiting cultural knowledge of “the knowledge of or competence 

of “highbrow” aesthetic culture such as fine art and classical music” (Lareau & Weininger, 2003, 

p.568). 

Cultural capital is highly debated by Edgerton & Roberts (2014) and Jæger and Karlson 

(2018), discussing that cultural capital is reproduced, knowing or unknowingly, through 

exposure, creating educational inequalities between those of a higher cultural capital and a 



21 
 

lower cultural capital, “which can be used to exclude others from positions of material or 

symbolic advantage” (p.778). 

Parents that possess a greater amount of cultural capital are often more skilled at 

understanding and manoeuvring through the education system, as they are more equipped to 

make well-informed decisions about which schools are most suitable for their children, based 

on their desired outcomes (Vincent & Ball, 2007). Ball (2003) found that parents who have a 

higher level of cultural capital are more likely to prioritise the school's alignment with their own 

values, the possibilities of extracurricular opportunities, and academic reputation when making 

school choices. For instance, in the United States, parents who possess a significant amount of 

cultural knowledge tend to look for schools that provide advanced courses, well-developed 

programs, and a comprehensive curriculum that prepares students for college/university 

(Holme, 2002). In the UK, middle-class parents often choose schools that align with their 

geographical location, educational beliefs, with a particular emphasis on academic strictness, 

discipline, and the social environment of the school (Montacute & Cullinane, 2018).  

A report by the UK Department for Education exposed the pertinent role of parental 

preferences, outlining that middle class parents were more likely to choose better performing 

schools which were able to cater their values of structure and discipline (Department of 

Education, 2014). This is further complimented by the findings of Williams, Hancer, and Hunter 

(1983) who understood that parents, regardless of their own enrolment in specific school 

sectors i.e. private or state schooling as well as their overall educational level, attributed as 

influences in their school choices for their children. This is in contradiction to Horvat, Weininger, 

& Lareau (2003) who, as previously discussed, that working class parent who may not possess 
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such cultural capital, were still able to make an informed choice from their selection criteria and 

values for schools, thus disproving that informed decision making is not conducted through 

solely cultural capital. 

This is further emphasised by Hammersley (2024), who compares it to study undertaken 

by Gerwitz, Ball, and Bowe (1995) and Tooley (1997) in the United Kingdom, where they defined 

3 types of choosers “Privileged” attributed to the middle class, “Semi-skilled” attributed to a 

mixture of classes and “disconnected mainly attributed to the working-class, once again framing 

the working class as uncaring for their children’s education” (p.3). This was evaluated by Tooley 

(1997) as unfair on families being classified and assuming that all members of a specific class 

were exhibiting characteristics of being either privileged, frustrated or disconnected from 

making school choice. Hammersley (2024) discussed Tooley’s (1997) argument that one cannot 

attribute characteristics to an entire class system solely based on their inclination to take 

interest in schooling and having the ability to provide socio-economic and cultural resources for 

the betterment of their choice, reinforcing stereotypes depending on class. Whereas parents 

from a working-class background tended to prioritise a more practical approach to accessing 

education, relying on proximity and convenient in travelling rather than evaluating the school’s 

academic achievements. This is debated by Glatter, Woods, & Bagley (1997); Shah & Conchar 

(2009); Montacute & Cullinane (2018), as in their research, all found that parents, irrespective 

of social class, preferred educational institutions which were nearer in proximity due to factor of 

convenience and nearness to their home and also took into account academic performance at 

the same time. 
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2.5 The effect of community, proximity, and social networks 

The effect of the local community and social networks are tantamount in the school 

selection process and its effects have been acknowledged as playing a part in the form of 

“grapevine information that is spread in the social networks of families” (Kosunen & Rivière, 

2017, p.1).  This contradicts the assumption made by many that school choice is upheld on 3 

pillars, those of location, social class and the concept of having a choice (Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 

1995).  

Kosunen & Rivière (2017) give much importance to the act of school choice, considering 

it a family matter as the decision-making process is shared between the parents and the 

children.  They identify how middle-class families tended to pre-select different institutions for 

their children, for them to choose from, thus avoiding disreputable local schools in favour for 

more prestigious schools beyond their immediate proximity. Kosunen & Rivière (2017) build 

upon Reveaud and van Zanden (2007) stating that some middle-class families are choosing local, 

government funded state schooling, as through their investiture in the schools result in better 

infrastructure and resources for the school and all the while supporting the local context, thus 

“making local, socially mixed schools attractive for also other middle-class families by many 

means” (p.3) when weighing up their options in the education market of schools.    

Proximity matters in school choice as it plays a large role in a person’s routine, dictating 

the distance travelled, using a means of automotive or pedestrian transportation in order to get 

to and from school, thus effecting the care-giver who is with the children prior and past school 

hours. Further distance travelled for schooling coincides with the rise in concerns regarding 
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traffic and possibility of “traffic- accidents and stranger danger” (Kosunen & Rivière, 2017, p.4) 

due for the fact that children may be traversing to school unaccompanied.  

Therefore, when selecting possible schools, families often rely on the perspectives and 

recommendations of fellow parents in their social circles. The process of decision-making 

through networking can potentially worsen existing inequalities, as parents from similar 

socioeconomic backgrounds often share similar information and preferences through their 

social networks (Burgess et al., 2009). 

 

2.6 School Reputation, Academic performance and Peer Effects 

A school's reputation is typically established before any official information is known 

about it. This reputation is often formed based on personal experiences and word-of-mouth, 

taking into account various factors such as academic achievements, the perceived competence 

of the teaching staff, the school's behaviour policies, and its standing within the community 

(Bosetti, 2004). It is further believed that there is a correlation between a school’s reputation 

and the student population as Hanushek, Kain, Markman & Rivkin (2003) indicated that parents 

sent their children to a particular school based on the academic and social norms presented by 

the student population to better enhance their success in the education system and thus 

reinforcing the prestige of certain schools, driving parental demand in countries such as the UK 

and India (Allen & Bartley, 2017; Srivastava, 2007). The primary purpose of a school is to provide 

information to its students, which may be quantified using a variety of assessments methods. 

According to Lubienski (2007), prospective parents frequently prioritise good test results when 
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choosing a school because they believe it reflects a strong commitment to teaching and 

comprehensive curriculum coverage across all grade levels. 

As previously discussed in section 3.1, not every parent has the unlimited freedom to 

choose a school according to its reputation due to their socio-economic status and cultural 

background. Parents who have a high economic status may have more freedom of choice, 

whereas working class parents may face a reduced choice, if any choice at all, being isolated due 

to the previously mentioned factors (Seghers, Boone, & Van Avermaet, 2019). They may be 

further affected by social “inequalities and increased stratification through creaming and other 

mechanisms” (McGinn & Ben-Porath, 2014, p. 173) meaning that working class parents, even if 

they do have the financial capital for schooling, may not be chosen based on their background, 

not fitting that of the school.   

 

2.7 The Role of Information and the Decision-Making Processes 

2.7.1 Access to Information  

It is unreasonable to make the assumption that information, within its various formats 

does not affect the decision-making process in the creation of school preference. According to 

Ball and Vincent (1998) parents who attained higher levels of education and combined with a 

strong social habitus, were found to be better equipped at accessing and understanding 

information regarding various schools through statistics published. Slack, Mangan, Hughes & 

Davies (2014) discuss Ball and Vincent (1998) further by splitting knowledge into Hot or cold. 

Hot knowledge referring to information gathered through “social networks and relates to first-

hand or second-hand recommendations” (p.208), seen by Ball and Vincent (1998) as more 
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reliable than school provided information. Cold knowledge, inversely, is the information 

provided directly by institutions “e.g. [university] websites and guides” (p.209). 

It was found that Australian parents would rely on information published by a relevant 

authority such as governmental websites, or accessed directly through the school itself such as 

during visits as well through published school rankings, in order to guide them to make the best 

possible decision for their child/ren (Independent schools Queensland, 2019). 

On the other hand, parents who may have a lower socio-economic status would possibly 

rely more on informal sources of information such as recommendations from others or the 

experiences of another parent within their community (Reay, 2004). This serves as a 

disadvantage as relying on an informal source of information can limit a parent’s range of 

options as the validity of the information or exposure of a variety of educational sectors may be 

limited within their particular community/social circle. On the other hand, McGinn & Ben-

Porath (2014) found that “poor, minority and migrant parents” (p.173) in the USA, would 

muster time and money in the search to learn about their educational options for their children, 

and if these options were not agreeable, they would “engage collectively and with policy 

makers” (p.173) to better the choices for their children, reflecting their family’s needs and 

values.  

Furthermore, within the last 30 years, another mode of accessibility to information came 

into existence in the form of the internet, which in of itself can also create disparities in the 

access of such information. Parents who may not be digitally literate or struggle to obtain 

internet access may encounter further challenges in making an informed choice in forming a 
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sound decision about a particular school, as a considerable amount of information that may be 

crucial to being informed is available online (Bunar & Ambrose, 2016). 

2.7.2 Decision-Making Strategies 

Strategies used during decision making can be better understood when placed within 

the theory of rational choice. Rational choice theory, according to Amadae (2024), helps to 

“better understand the behaviour of a society in terms of individual actions as explained 

through rationality, in which choices are consistent because they are made according to 

personal preference.” (Drew, 2022). 

Drew (2022) summarises rational choice theory in 5 simple points, which when combined 

with the concept of school choice, helps to further understand how parents deal with finding an 

ideal school: 

1. Decisions are simple matter of cost vs reward 

2. People take action when benefits outweigh the cost  

3. People will take no action, stop taking action, or take opposite action, when the cost 

outweigh benefits  

4. People utilize the resources they have at hand to maximise opportunity and tip the 

scales of a decision in their favour. 

Drew, C. (November 9, 2022). 

By referring to rational choice theory, parents have been found to use a variety of 

decision-making strategies when weighing up their options between different schools, often 

ranging from more logical and evidence-based approaches whereas others may prefer a more 
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intuitive choice or based upon their morals and values (RogoÅ, & BaranoviÄ, 2016). Using 

rational choice theory, Friedman (1953), evaluated that parents act as rational agents in order to 

maximise the opportunity of their children’s success by enrolling them within the most 

beneficial school, but this decision is further affected by one’s aforementioned cultural or socio-

economic status.  

It can be witnessed that parents may differ in their priorities when it comes to evaluating 

the aspects of different schools. Whereas some parents may rely on exam results and 

educational achievement statistics and the school’s reputation, others may prioritise a school’s 

values, extra-curricular offerings if available, disciplinary measures as well as the experience of 

peers within the school (Bosetti, 2004; Glatter, Woods, & Bagley, 1997).  Bosetti (2004) stated 

that parents would do their utmost to ascertain a balance between the concept of academic 

success offered by a particular school as well as other factors that would leave a positive impact 

upon their child’s development and wellbeing.  

 

2.8. The development of the Maltese school sectors as a basis for 

preference  

2.8.1 Developments in education in Malta and the progression of school choice 

post 1949 

The National Statistics Office (2018) recognised three categories of educational institutions 

among the 280 schools founded in Malta during the 2016-2017 academic year, divided into 

three sectors: state (159 schools), church (77 schools), and private (44 schools) at all levels i.e. 

pre-primary, primary and secondary education. The proportion of schools per sector is evident 
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of Malta’s history of education with the church-based education dominating most of history, 

second, state-based education and lastly independent-based education. Major growth spurts 

that helped grow Malta’s education system include creating compulsory education in 1949 for 

all children aged between 6 and 14, The B’Xejn jew Xejn debate of the 1980s and the 

subsequent rise of independent education as a response, and the eventual agreement between 

the state and the church in 1991.  These events have led to the structure of the Maltese 

education system we find today, comprising of private independent schools (run by governing 

bodies or parent foundations), state owned and funded schools as well as state funded faith-

based schools.  

Cassar (2019) discusses that, in 1945, an increased number of Maltese families were 

interested in the educational betterment of their sons rather than their daughters. Despite the 

introduction of new girls secondary schooling adapted for entry into university, were guarded by 

a means test, resulting that not every girl had the chance to enter higher education unlike their 

male counterparts (Cassar, 2019). As a response, the Maltese government began to assume a 

more significant role in education with the passing of compulsory education from age 6 to age 

14 and creating free primary education as introduced in 1946 (Zammit Mangion,1956; Cassar 

2019). It was further established in following the introduction of the 1947 Constitution (Zammit 

Mangion,1956; Cassar 2019). Education became a focus of national policy, with the intent on 

the expansion of equal access to opportunities for all children regardless of gender, economic 

background, or religious affiliation (Sultana, 1992).   

 In order to provide education for all children, state schools began to provide free textbooks 

and transportation to school by 1956 (Fenech, 1964). This was followed by a common exam to 
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enter secondary schooling in 1961 thus providing a standard benchmark for admission into state 

schooling as according to Cassar (2019), this would have been beneficial to parents as it would 

have made them aware of different schools which lead to the same end level.  

Parents were allowed to choose between different state schools, which were free of charge, 

and private schools, including those run by private institutions or Catholic Church schools, if 

they were willing or able to pay fees for such education. Due to the fee-paying nature of private 

schooling, the 1961 agreement between the state and the Private Schools Association (P.S.A) 

offered 100 fully-funded scholarship schemes, providing “50 boys and 50 girls” (Borg & 

Montebello, 1989, p. 110) each year to academically successful children from state schools who 

performed well in their end-of-primary written exams, enabling them to enrol in private 

secondary schools (Catholic church schools and Private independent schools) (Borg & 

Montebello, 1989). Additionally, this initiative served as a means of providing financial 

assistance, offering “the sum of LM40 each year for each 100 scholarship holders for the period 

they spent in Private Secondary schools” (Borg & Montebello, 1989, p. 110; Lewis, 1967). This 

scheme lasted till 1970 until it was gradually phased out over 3 years and was subsequently 

replaced with the capitulation grant system (Borg & Montebello, 1989).  

 

The next major milestone of educational development occurred from 1971 to 1987, during 

which the elected Labour government led by Mr. Dominku Mintoff aimed to overhaul the 

education system. They sought to eliminate the unfair “Tripartite system of State-sponsored 

secondary education because of the social divisiveness and unhealthy competition which it 
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engendered among the students” (Zammit Marmara, 2017, p.277). The tripartite system 

included 3 government schools of which children would be able to attend, depending on their 

examination results either “Grammar Schools”, “Secondary Technical Schools” with specific 

exams and curriculum and “General Secondary Schools” for those who were considered “Low 

ability” (Zammit Marmara, 2017, p.277). This led to the development of comprehensive 

schooling within state schools, which involved abolishing examinations in favour of continual 

assessment, removing streaming within classrooms, and suggested reducing scholarships and 

private school fees to LM72 per student per year but would be subsidised by government 

capitulation grants (Table 9, p.199). This decision would significantly cut a crucial source of 

income for private schools, putting some, like St. Albert The Great College, Our Lady 

Immaculate, and St. Catherine’s College, at risk of bankruptcy due to insufficient paying 

students and mounting running costs (Tomorrow, 1983). 

The concept of comprehensive schooling was met with resistance from the population, 

parents, teachers, and school administrations due to the lack of clarity provided by the 

government and ministers. The government's introduction of comprehensive, state-funded 

schooling meant that students would not be defined and selected on “ability, need, personal 

characteristics, or family background” (Gorard, 2015, p.258). This concept left parents perplexed 

and concerned about the rationale behind its introduction and its future trajectory and as a 

result led to some parents removing their male children from state-run schools (Zammit 

Marmara, 2017; Gorard, 2015). The migration of male students from state to private schooling 

gained traction, with private schools, majority of students being sent to church schools, 

benefiting from the income through fees and the need to redefine and recalibrate their 
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standards and resources to cater to the new influx of privileged students (Zammit Marmara, 

2017). The sudden rise of private schools was a severe blow to the state education system, as it 

created a division according to gender, leaving most girls at a disadvantage and victims of 

discrimination. This was evident in the educational statistics from 1960-61 to 1990-91 (Figure. 4, 

p.193), indicating that the private education had been equal towards providing education to 

males and female, distributed through the level of enrolment, with the difference becoming 

larger post 1967/68. It also shows the sharp rise in males in Private education post the 

introduction of comprehensive education in 1971. 

Private schools, which were predominantly Catholic church schools, had been completely 

autonomous from the government, except regarding their curriculum (Zammit Marmara, 2017). 

At that time, the management of these schools was under the control of the Archbishop and his 

Curia. The remaining private schools constituted a minority, independently owned and 

governed by individuals or organizations without religious affiliation. The Labour government 

viewed these private schools as serving only the upper class, acting “as a nest for the 

nurturance and reproduction of elites” (Cilia & Borg, 1997, p. 224). This situation posed a threat 

to the Labour party's interests, as education was being defined by social class, with those within 

the upper class paying for private education to acquire and increase their “power, money and 

prestige” (Fenech, 1988, p.21) (Figure. 5, p.194).  

By 1977, little less than half of the nation’s male students were enrolled in secondary private 

education, as noted by Zammit Marmara (2017). The concept of comprehensive learning began 

to decay from the previous year and was subsequently phased out by 1981, leading to a return 

to the tripartite system.  
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By 1980, the schism between private and state education became increasingly evident. From 

the introduction of the Education for All scheme in 1972/73 until the scholastic year 1979/80, 

the total state school population decreased, while the number of students in private schools 

rose by 5,767. This trend was also reflected in the data, where private educational institutions 

increased from 74 schools in 1972/73 to 94 schools by 1979/80, indicating a growing demand 

for private schools. Due to the nature of the national statistics, one is unable to distinguish 

whether the increase was in Church school or independent schools (Figure. 6, p.195).  

On July 17th, 1980, a correspondence page in the Times of Malta discussed the concept 

of Private and State schools and capitulation grants, inviting readers to react to a recent article.  

Ms. Rose Camilleri from Paola contended that the standard of the state education sector, 

similar to the state healthcare system, had deteriorated, making it harder to compete with 

private schools. She claimed that the government had imposed unacceptable restrictions on 

private schools to level the playing field (Times of Malta, Thursday July 17, 1980, p.17). It could 

be understood that Ms. Camilleri was referring to the reduction in quality provided by private 

schools due to the restrictions such as higher income taxation, which can be contested due to 

the fact that most of the clientele of private schools (Church and independent schools), are 

families with significant financial means (Campbell, Proctor, & Sherington, 2009) and thus may 

have been willing to give more donations or stimulate the Curia to shoulder the burden of 

financing church schools, whereas at the time they were relying on the government’s 

capitulation grant as a form of subsidy on top of the fee paid by parents for private tuition (Borg 

& Montebello, 1989; Central Office of Statistics, 1978).   
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Mr. G. Borg from Msida noted that readers supported a previous correspondence by 

Mrs. Tanya Montanaro Gauci from Sliema, who remarked that private schools only accepted 

high-achieving children from affluent families, implying that government schools served “below 

average families or those from needy backgrounds or who were orphans or educationally 

subnormal.” (Times of Malta, Thursday July 17, 1980, p.17). This is indicative of stereotyping of 

working-class families, as previously discussed by Lavee & Benjamin (2015) and Barg (2019), as 

being detached and not engaged in school culture and reinforcing the fact that private schools 

(both church and independent schools) were creaming a certain type of student and creating a 

barrier to entry for others social (McGinn & Ben-Porath, 2014).  

 Mr. Borg countered Ms. Montanaro Gauci's assertion that competition among students 

is “part and parcel of life,” stating that educationally gifted children do not necessarily come 

from high socio-economic backgrounds, matching the argument of Narvaiz (2023) and to 

Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau (2003) that working-class parents have the aspiration and do care 

about the educational outcomes of their children.  He also criticized Maltese parents for 

spending on luxuries instead of investing in their children, while emphasizing the importance of 

paying fees and other contributions that would otherwise be free in other countries (Times of 

Malta, Thursday July 17, 1980, p.17).  

By early 1981, the MLP highlighted within its electoral manifesto that education was to 

be free for all, including all private schools (Fenech, 2010). By adopting a free education for all 

policy to level state and private schooling, bore the slogan which would define the next decade 

in Maltese education history as the ‘Jew b’xejn, jew xejn’ debate (translated as: For Free or 

Nothing) (Fenech, 2010). By 1982, tensions were still simmering but had transformed 
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themselves straying from the concept of free education, no matter a person’s socio-economic 

background to the concept of balance between the government and the church’s power (Borg & 

Montebello, 1989).  This included the equitable distribution of the Church’s wealth in support of 

church schools (Borg & Montebello, 1989). This manifested in the form of freezing state subsidy 

of church schools to stimulate the church to take financial responsibility for their upkeep (Borg 

& Montebello, 1989).  

Due to the friction between state and church increasing from 1981 up to 1984, 

surmounted in riots, protests and violence (Fenech, 2010). Due to the climax in public fervour 

especially among M.L.P. supporters, dockyard workers rioted after instigation, on the 28th 

September, in the process ransacking the Law courts, in Valletta and after the Archbishop’s Curia 

in Floriana, which caused the archbishop to fear further uprising by mobs turning on church 

schools. Therefore, on the 30th of September, the archbishop ordered all church schools closed 

and to be guarded by police, whilst instructing parents, students or teachers not to move 

anywhere near schools due to fear of being attacked. P.M. Dom Mintoff apologised to the 

archbishop and the deputy P.M. Karmenu Mifsud Bonnici admonished the workers quoting 

“Għamiltu aktar milli stennejna” (Fenech, 2010, p.13). The rioting and confusion also extended 

to government schools as mobs were also attacking state school teachers since becoming 

targets due to the lock-out ordered by the government due to an MUT teacher’s strike over 

wages and work conditions (Fenech, 2010). During this time, since schools were not functioning 

and were not staffed due to the teacher’s lockout or a lack of licensing, Fenech (2010) describes 

clandestine lessons taking place within state schools by untrained individuals. The Times also 

recounts how children who attended church and independent private schools, rather gathered 
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for private lessons in private residences as it was not safe for anyone to be within the vicinity of 

schools during this timeframe (Times of Malta, 20 November, 1984; Cassar,2019, Calleja, 2015). 

To the relief on many, church schools re-opened on the 17th of November, 1984 and private 

independent schools such as St. Edwards opened on the 3rd of December due to licencing 

disagreements with the government (Times of Malta, 17th November, 1984)     

The work aimed to conclusively resolve the church school debate, starting with the drafting of 

the education act of 1988. This act sought to safeguard the autonomy of church schools 

regarding financial aid, uphold the principle of free education, and ensure that parents had the 

choice between state, independent and church schools (Borg & Montebello, 1989; Parliament 

of Malta, 1988). The Holy See act of November 28, 1991, further solidified this resolution 

through two agreements: the Ecclesiastical entities (properties) act and the agreement on 

parental choice in education. This act, overseen by the Prime Minister and the Apostolic Nuncio 

for Malta, established the current relationship between church and state schools. 

The first agreement facilitated the transfer of unused church properties to government 

ownership, valued at LM 29,316,862 in government bonds (The Times, November 29, 1991). 

The second agreement outlined 15 articles that required church schools to align with state 

schools regarding curriculum and conditions while gradually reducing government financial 

support. This included allowing church schools to finance themselves through various means, 

such as donations and tuition fees from non-Maltese students (Holy See agreement, 1991, p.6) 

(Appendix 1). It was later ratified in 1993.  
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In 1995, the ballot approach was introduced to manage church school admissions, 

aiming to provide equal opportunities for all applicants regardless of their background. This 

random selection method was intended to curb prejudice and favouritism, thereby enhancing 

the democratic nature of the admissions process (Gauci, 2005). The lottery system drew 

inspiration from practices in other countries, like the United States, where charter schools utilize 

similar methods when demand exceeds capacity. The Maltese adaptation emphasized 

transparency and accountability, with applications collected and a public draw conducted in the 

presence of independent observers and representatives from both the church and the Ministry 

of Education, ensuring trust in the new system (Borg & Mayo, 2006). 

At this juncture, it was important to note the rise in independent schooling from 1988, which 

stemmed from the church school debate. This debate prompted non state/church aligned 

schools to seek independence from any church/state affiliations and possible, as they too faced 

losses and scrutiny. Notable institutions such as St. Edwards College, Verdala International 

School, and Chiswick House School were strengthened and others emerged during this period. 

The Parents Foundation of Education (P.F.E.) was established and opened San Anton School in 

1988, followed by San Andrea School in 1992, heralding the concept of freedom in school 

choice, as seen in their aims and ideologies in page 3 of Appendix 2. Additionally, another 

independent group launched St. Michael School in 1988, responding directly to the debate 

through their own funding.  

The Nationalist Government tenure from 1987 to 1996 encouraged this trend of 

educational entrepreneurship, allowing private schools to develop their own curricula and 

pedagogical approaches aligned with the national curriculum. This initiative aimed to provide 
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alternatives to an educational system that lacked choice. The government also facilitated 

opportunities for parents and students through financial aid such as reductions in income 

taxation and scholarships, thereby reducing the economic burden of fee-paying schools 

(Fenech, 2010; Camilleri, 2010; Baldacchino, 2009; Parent’s Foundation of Education, 2023; 

Ministry of Education, 2003). Data from figure 7 (p.196), covering the scholastic years from 

1990-1991 to 2007-2008, illustrated the distribution of governmental educational institutions 

alongside the growth of private educational institutions (both church and non-church) over a 

17-year span. 

The financial burden raised apprehensions over the long-term viability and quality of 

education offered by these establishments, since they primarily depended on punctual 

government funding to cover their operating expenses (Gatt, 2014).  

 

2.9. The Impact of Policy and Governance on School Choice 

2.9.1 Policies and Marketization in Malta and abroad 

By ending the church school debate and once again assigning the full autonomy to the church 

schools in Malta as well as the flourishing of the Private Independent school sector, the concept 

of open marketisation of education was cemented in Maltese reality. Marketisation of education 

entails the transition from seeing education as a public benefit, financed and overseen by the 

government, to regarding it as a market-oriented industry, as schools and university’s function 

more like to commercial enterprises. This process entails heightened competition, a wider range 

of options, and the participation of the private sector. In Malta, there is a clear indication of this 

pattern occurring throughout all levels of education, namely and most recently in higher 
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education. This is characterised by the notable endorsement of degree programmes offered by 

international institutions (Malta Independent, 2007).  

Marketisation encompasses the crucial element of school choice, which gives parents 

the ability to choose for either public, faith-based, or private educational establishments. 

Advocates contend that this incentivizes schools to enhance their performance in order to 

attract and retain students, hence potentially resulting in superior educational results (Hoxby, 

2020). Nevertheless, some argue that this practice might worsen inequality, since schools in 

affluent areas, and depending on a certain sector, tend to get more resources, leaving those in 

economically disadvantaged locations at a disadvantage in terms of competition (Lubienski, 

2019). 

2.9.2 Historical context and the drive for marketisation 

From a historical perspective, the majority stakeholder of education system in Malta was 

centralised, with the state maintaining control but during the 1980s and 1990s one can begin to 

notice a shift, as found by Ball (2007) showing a trend of decentralization, further influenced by 

neoliberal policies that helped to promote competition within the sphere of education. These 

reforms took to empower schools to cater to the local needs rather than rely on the state, thus 

displaying an improvement rather than relying on state bureaucracy but Ball (2007) further 

argues that through decentralising education enhances the concepts of “democracy and 

common equity” (Ball, 2007, p.9) as agreed by Mifsud (2016) who states that it creates 

“Communities where parents, teachers and administrators come together to develop a sense of 

purposeful educational leadership” (Mifsud, 2016, p.5) thus a greater sense of autonomy. This 
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shift has been further aided by Malta’s introduction into the European union and 

encouragement of policies of decentralisation, school autonomy, and accountability, have been 

taken on to improve the educational yield of schools in Malta as well as aligning skills through 

significant changes within the curriculum, with those in demand in the labour market (European 

commission, 2022; European commission 2020). By up taking the aim “being that of renewal- 

modernizing” has given the opportunity of Malta to grow “in line with global policy 

development”, thus “be in a better position to cater for the needs of students through an 

enhanced teaching and learning process” (Mifsud, 2016, p.5).  

2.9.2- Benefits of Marketisation 

Those in favour of marketisation would establish the fact that through introducing 

privatisation into the sphere of education, one can foster a number of new systems which are in 

tune to the needs of their students as well as the demand from the labour market, as discussed 

above. The main aim of marketisation is the creation of competition between institutions which 

acts as a vehicle for heightened quality due to create an attractive educational package for 

prospective students which can include enhanced facilities as well as a wider scope of academic 

courses which are industry- relevant (Dumay & Dupriez, 2014).  

2.9.3- Challenges of Marketisation  

Although marketisation brings forth much needed quality and diversification to 

education, concerns may be raised in regards to access by students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. Due to the capitalistic, competitive based market, students of a lower socio-

economic background may be left at a disadvantage, especially as wealthier families could 

afford better resourced private schools (Ravitch, 2014).  Subsequently, leaving lesser-funded 
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schools for those who cannot pay tuition fees, as evidenced in the United States (Ravitch, 2014). 

Recent data shows a de-facto two-tier system in Malta, where private and faith-based schools 

enrolled higher SES pupils and achieved a higher PISA outcome than state schools (European 

Commission, 2024; Camilleri, 2024), which further exemplifies how marketisation stratifies 

education (Ball &Youdell, 2008) 

 

2.10 Conclusion 

The concept of school choice is complex, since parents' choices are shaped by an 

intricate interaction of social, economic, cultural, and political elements. When looking at it 

from a sociological standpoint, variables like socioeconomic status, cultural capital, and 

community networks have a significant impact on the decisions people make about which 

school to choose. These factors frequently contribute to the perpetuation of existing disparities. 

Parents' choices are influenced by their values, views, and goals for their children, causing them 

to seek out for schools that match their educational philosophies, religious convictions, or 

cultural backgrounds.  

Therefore, in order to find out the factors that influence a parent’s school preferences, I propose 

the following research questions in order to delve deeper into the topic at hand  

• What are the factors that parents/guardians consider when thinking about sending 

their child/ren to a particular school? 

• What forms of research do parents/guardians conduct to inform and aid in their 

decision making in regards to which sector and school is chosen? 
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Although school choice is often advocated as a method to enhance educational quality and 

promote fairness, it also gives rise to substantial apprehensions over social justice. Unequal 

distribution of the ability to choose schools may lead to increased segregation and inequality, 

especially in certain circumstances. The extension of school choice can further worsen these 

issues. 
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3.1- Introduction  

The aim of this study is to examine the lived experiences and rationale taken by parents 

in regards to sending their children into different school sectors, namely Faith-based, State, and 

independent schools. Overarchingly, identifying the characteristics of the parents and guardians 

who opt for each different sector as well as the characteristics, they deem important for the 

children’s education. In order to understand their preferences, it necessitates a thorough and 

systematic approach, through the use of a qualitative dimension in parental or guardian 

decision-making. This chapter will elucidate the research design, overarching research 

questions, participant selection process, data collection method, and analytical technique 

employed to uncover the factors influencing these educational preferences. 

 

3.2- Aim of Study and subsequent Research Questions  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the choice of school for their children is one of the 

most significant decisions that parents make, impacting not only their child’s education but also 

their social and emotional development (Reay, 2004). The purpose of this study is for the 

researcher to discover the rationale and influential factors behind parental or guardian school 

preferences through the collection and subsequent analysis of the lived experiences of parents 

whose children attend church, state, or independent schools. This data collection aims to 

identify the diverse characteristics of parents and the significant aspects of schools they value, 

while also shedding light on how parents gained knowledge to shape their preferences and 

make informed decisions, as demonstrated in Chapter 2. 

Thus, the research questions formulated to identify and discover school preference are:  



45 
 

1. What are the factors that parents/guardians consider when thinking about sending 

their child/ren to a particular school? 

2. What forms of research do parents/guardians conduct to inform and aid in their 

decision making in regards to which sector and school is chosen? 

The researcher investigated each participant's demographic characteristics to identify the 

types of parents who sent their children to a school within a specific sector of the education 

system, while also accounting for a variety of factors mentioned by parents. In order to 

accurately collect this data, a qualitative approach was adopted in order to understand the lived 

experiences of the participants. 

 

3.3 The researcher’s positioning in the study 

To provide the reader with clarity regarding the interpretation of the findings in the next 

chapter, it is critical to consider the researcher's background and experiences in order to further 

justify the findings. The researcher's unique viewpoint profoundly influences the process of data 

collection and interpretation, whether consciously or unconsciously through biases. This can be 

manifested by the lived experience of the researcher, who attended a state school for 

kindergarten and primary. The researcher's parents attempted to enrol him in a Catholic church 

kindergarten, but the ballot system did not select him. During their fourth year in state primary 

school, he took an entrance examination to join a Catholic church primary school as part of a 

larger college, as there were vacancies within the specified year group. At the end of year six, 

the researcher’s parents admitted him, the researcher, for the secondary church school ballot 
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and he was chosen to attend a Catholic church secondary school of his choosing. The researcher 

then proceeded to enrol in a state 6th form, and subsequently, he was accepted into the 

University of Malta. This extensive journey through the education sector has inspired the 

researcher to examine the social aspects of school choice, focusing on sociological factors such 

as social class, the history of education, and the segmentation and privatization of education. In 

line with the findings of O’Keefe et al. (2017), which alluded to the correlation between a 

person’s particular topics of interest, the researcher can help to manifest a prolonged degree of 

motivation and persistent engagement throughout the research process. 

 

Given his background, experiences, and interests within the education sector, the 

researcher believes that this study seeks to contribute to the broader conversation about school 

choices by highlighting the perspectives of parents and the complex factors that guide their 

decision-making process. One can anticipate that the findings of this research will have practical 

implications for parents and the educational sphere as a whole. This study aims to act as a 

possible recommendation for policymakers and educational institution leaders about parents' 

needs and preferences by identifying the crucial elements that impact school choice. Moreover, 

the acquired insights may further assist parents who are presently in the process of choosing a 

school for their children, offering them a broader understanding of the possible advantages and 

disadvantages of various school types. 
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3.4 Research Methods  

3.4.1 Theoretical Framework 

The researcher conducted this qualitative research using phenomenological and 

interpretivist epistemology, which provided strong theoretical foundations for extracting and 

analysing the study's findings. Phenomenology, a branch of philosophy, is concerned with 

studying people's subjective experiences in order to understand how they perceive and give 

meaning to these experiences (Van Manen, 2016). This type of approach is especially 

appropriate for analysing the school choices of parents, since it focuses on their individual, 

subjective experiences and interpretations, hence offering profound insights into their decision-

making processes. Phenomenology aims to understand the fundamental nature of these 

experiences, enabling a deep understanding of the emotional and intellectual aspects that 

influence the decision-making process while choosing a school (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). 

  

Interpretivism emphasizes the importance of interpreting interpersonal events based on 

the perspectives of the individuals involved (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013). Crotty (1998) 

suggests that society creates reality, which one can only comprehend by examining the 

significance and explanations people give to their own experiences. By using an interpretivist 

framework for this study, researchers may gain a deeper understanding of the many viewpoints 

and contextual factors that shape parents' choices for schools. This theoretical framework 

promotes the use of qualitative research methodologies, which aim to investigate the intricate 

and profound interpretations that parents attribute to various kinds of schools (Geertz, 1973). 
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3.4.2 Qualitative Research 

For the purpose of this study, qualitative research has proven particularly beneficial for 

examining parents' viewpoints on their school choices, whether they are church, state, or 

independent schools, since it delves into the subjective experiences, motives, and values of 

individuals in great detail. This type of research method enables a thorough and detailed 

comprehension of the reasons why parents prefer some kinds of schools over others. According 

to Creswell & Poth (2018), a qualitative approach takes into account the intricate combination 

of personal and environmental elements that quantitative methods could fail to include. By 

employing methodologies like in-depth semi structured interviews, as used during this study, 

researchers can gather comprehensive and rich narratives that uncover the fundamental 

motivations behind parents' choices, providing critical insights for policymakers, educators, and 

administrators seeking to address parental concerns and improve educational conditions 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The use of qualitative approaches in this research allows for a 

comprehensive examination of parental preferences, revealing underlying themes and patterns 

that may not be readily discernible via quantitative data alone (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

 

3.4.3 Participant recruitment  

Nine participants were required for this study in order to provide a clear indication of 

parents' or guardians' intentions regarding school choice and the reasons behind their decision. 

The researcher further subdivided the nine participants into three parents from each school 

sector to ensure a harmonious and fair assessment of each sector, ensuring equal 

representation and reducing bias. This specific sample of nine parents was decided upon due to 
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the impossibility of obtaining data from the entire population of parents. This sample of 

individuals shall act as an indication of the reasons of parental choices and how they backed up 

their decision-making process. In order to begin the recruitment process, I first sought 

permission and approval of my research from the Faculty Research Ethics Committee (FREC) 

under the application number EDUC-2023-00749. The recruitment of participants entailed the 

contact of three different social media groups on Facebook, namely “Are You Being Served 

(Malta & Gozo)", "Is-Salott”, and the Maltese Association of Parents of Students in State Schools 

“M.A.P.S.S.S.”.  

After obtaining all necessary permissions, I initiated contact with the administrators of 

each social media page to facilitate the creation of a post for upload, while adhering to any 

existing rules on these pages. At this stage, I had only managed to garner permissions from “Are 

You Being Served (Malta & Gozo)” and “Is-Salott” and henceforth created posts to recruit 

potential participants. The "M.A.P.S.S.S." failed to respond to my request. Through these social 

media posts, I successfully enlisted five participants using random sampling, taking into account 

the sector (church, state, or independent) where the participants chose to send their children.  

Simple Random sampling was chosen as through this method I was able to recruit 

participants at random for an interview in an unbiased manner (Singh & Masuku, 2014). During 

the pre-interview discussion, I was able to turn away participants depending on the sector in 

which they attend, to whether I had enough participant for a particular sector.  

This approach was hoped to ensure equal representation of each sector in the study and 

facilitated a deeper investigation into the diverse experiences of the participants but the 
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participants acquired proves otherwise. The researcher acknowledges that the division of 

[participants per sector are not equal, with state and church schools being the chosen type of 

school, whereas only 2 participants sent their children to independent schools.  Word of mouth 

and the general interest in my academic progress led to the recruitment of the next four 

participants through snowball sampling. 

During the process of recruiting potential participants, I encountered participant 

attrition. Some potential participants declined to continue with the study, citing various reasons 

such as family commitments, discomfort or uncertainty due to the nature of the research 

involving their children, while others did not proceed with the recruitment process to schedule 

an interview for unknown reasons. The study further explores this phenomenon within its 

limitations. 

 

3.4.4 Interview process and consent   

This study's primary research component involved conducting semi-structured 

interviews with nine parents. Parents with children currently enrolled in local primary schools 

across the three education sectors in Malta. i.e. state, church/ faith based and independent 

schools, participated in this study.  

Table 1: Overview of sectors chosen by the participants that took part in the interviewing 
process 

Pseudonym of participant Sector/s chosen for education 

Anna Mallia  State and church schools 
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Grace Magro  Independent school 

Adelaide Bartolo State/Independent schools 

Jamie Debattista State school 

Mary-Rose Theuma State school 

Tina Ellul Church school 

Zoya Brincat Church school 

Ian Pace Church school 

Jessica Borg Schembri  Church school  

 

The researcher specifically designed these interviews to gather comprehensive and in-

depth information and rationale about parents' preferences for various factors in church, state, 

or independent schools. Every participant was sent an invitation to participate in a 35–45-

minute interview at a venue of their choice, providing them with flexibility and comfort to 

foster candid and sincere conversation. Most of the participants chose the online meeting 

option because it allowed them to allocate the interview more easily within their personal 

schedules. Flexibility played a vital role in reducing the scheduling challenges that were faced 

by myself as well as the participants and enhancing the rates of involvement (Lo Iacono, 

Symonds, & Brown, 2016). I made the decision to offer two modes of participation to mitigate 

possible obstacles to participation and ensure that parents felt at ease and comfortable 

throughout the interview process by providing the participants with the opportunity to tailor 

their experience. Only 4 participants agreed to an in-person interview, which took place in 

locations of their choosing, such as their home, place of work, or a public garden. 
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Before commencing the interview, participants signed a consent form that ensured their 

understanding of the study's purpose, the use of their data, and their right to withdraw at any 

time. In accordance with the principles of qualitative research, they were also given the option 

to consent to the recording of the interview of which 5 participants from the total agreed. This 

common procedure aims to guarantee the precision and dependability of the gathered data 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Four of the participants did not consent to being recorded therefore 

the interviews were written at the time of the interview due to concerns over the sensitivity of 

the data being spoken about and for that reason did not consent.   

During the interview process, the participants were able to choose whether to speak in 

English or Maltese. Participants were asked an initial demographic question led by a total of 13 

main questions divided 8 questions to answer the first research question and 5 further 

questions to answer the second research question. Due to the nature of the interviews, being 

semi-structured, as the researcher, it was possible to allow flowing conversation with an aim of 

answering my main questions as well as asking additional questions for further clarification and 

probing deeper into the topic. All of the participants bar 1 chose to do the interview in the 

English language. The information letter and consent form addressed to the participants is 

found within appendix 4 as well a copy of the interview questions asked during the interviews, 

in both English and Maltese can be found within the appendix 5.  
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3.5 Interviews as a data collection tool  

Interviews are a fundamental and widely used aspect of qualitative research, providing 

sincerity and reliability by enabling researchers to thoroughly explore the actual experiences of 

participants. Interviews are extremely effective at collecting the intricate nuances that 

characterize human opinions, yielding abundant and intricate data that quantitative tools often 

overlook. Interviews are credible because they allow researchers to get detailed insights by 

directly interacting with participants. This engagement allows researchers to ask follow-up 

questions and gain a comprehensive grasp of the participants' perspectives (Kvale, 2007). 

Semi-structured interviews provide a well-rounded approach by blending the 

adaptability of open-ended questions with the uniformity of a regulated style. This 

methodology enables researchers to investigate pre-established topics while also giving 

participants the autonomy to articulate their opinions using their own language. According to 

Bryman (2016), this adaptability aids in the discovery of unforeseen insights and themes, 

thereby increasing the depth of the gathered data. In addition, semi-structured interviews 

promote a more authentic and colloquial exchange, fostering a sense of ease and willingness 

among participants to freely disclose their experiences (Edwards & Holland, 2013). 

The strong connection between the interviewer and interviewee bolsters the credibility of the 

data gathered through the interview process. This connection cultivates a sense of trust, which 

encourages individuals to be more open and honest in their responses. King & Horrocks (2010) 

have shown that establishing a strong connection is essential for collecting accurate and 

reliable data, as it reduces the influence of social desirability bias and other types of response 

bias. 



54 
 

In addition, semi-structured interviews have the benefit of capturing the intricate and 

subjective elements of participants' experiences. Researchers can delve into specific themes 

that emerge during conversations, thereby gaining a comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Galletta, 2013). The cyclical nature of these interviews allows 

a researcher to improve questions based on previous replies, ensuring that the obtained data is 

both pertinent and comprehensive and delves deeper into the chosen topic. 

To summarize, interviews, particularly semi-structured ones, provide significant benefits 

in qualitative research by guaranteeing authenticity and trustworthiness. They conduct a 

thorough investigation into individuals' personal experiences, resulting in detailed and intricate 

data that is critical for understanding complex social phenomena. 

 

3.6 Data Collection and Thematic Analysis  

After conducting the interviews, the first stage of data analysis was transcribing the 

recorded dialogues. Every interview was transcribed verbatim to guarantee the precise capture 

of any intricacies in the participants' responses (Poland, 1995). In order to adhere to ethical 

guidelines and protect the privacy of the participants, all identifying information, including 

names, places, and precise details that may potentially disclose their identities, were made 

anonymous. Implementing this step was critical to safeguarding participant anonymity and 

complying with ethical principles and standards set out by the Faculty Research Ethics 

Committee (FREC) and the University Ethics Research Committee (UREC) (Kaiser, 2009). 
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The transcribed data subsequently underwent thematic analysis, a meticulous approach to 

identify, analyse, and describe patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first coding 

method involved identifying and categorising portions of the data into overarching generalist 

themes. These first topics provided a framework for understanding the main areas of interest in 

parents' school choices. 

The researcher, then conducted a second, more detailed coding step to refine these 

themes and identify sub-themes within the data. The cyclical procedure included a thorough 

examination of the coded data to provide profound insights and a more intricate understanding 

of the participants' declarations (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017). By dissecting the data 

into more detailed subcategories, the analysis might expose the intricacies and 

interrelationships in parents' decision-making processes, enhancing the overall conclusions of 

the study. In the following table below, samples of the coding process shall be presented from 

random respondents, taken using question.  

Table 2: Primary and Secondary coding 

Question 4: 

Do you think certain schools 

carry a particular stigma or 

association? 

Primary coding Secondary coding 

behaviour 
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Yes, it is generally known that 

state school can be rougher 

and that church schools give 

a higher level of education, 

especially since I pay for it 

and that it follows the 

Catholic religion. 

Better quality education due 

to fee paying nature and 

religious aspects, in church 

schools: Concept of fee 

paying; The effects of 

religiosity 

Disparity in behaviour 

between State and Church 

schools 

 

Link between fees, 

religiosity and behaviour 

They do. In fact, I do have a 

concern when it comes now 

to middle school and, and 

secondary school. I'm afraid 

of my daughter getting lost, 

in the system Because of the 

sheer volume of students, 

especially coming from a very 

small state school. 

 

And then you're going to a 

big college with a lot of 

students. So, there is that 

stigma, I guess, that they're 

Concern due to size of middle 

and secondary schools: 

Classroom size and school 

population 

State school having larger 

classroom sizes “Sheer 

volume of students” 

Lack of discipline in state 

schools 

Concept of safety within 

schools 

Teachers discussed as not 

being attentive to individual 

children due to the number 

of children within the school 

Teachers are busy and do not 

give heed to students: 

Teachers seen as uncaring in 

larger secondary state 

schools 

Identifying their role as a 

parent in making a school 

choice for their child. “I think 

The role of the parent in 

decision making: Concept of 

responsibility of choice 



57 
 

rowdy, that they're violent, 

that, teachers are so busy 

that they don't really care. 

They just keep going. At the 

same time, like, I think now 

the parents have to play a 

role in this. 

now the parents have to play 

a role in this” 

 

Question 8: 

 

What do you think of this 

statement? “Every child, 

regardless of school sector, 

has the same educational 

journey as other children in 

the different sectors.” 

 

Primary coding Secondary coding 

Well, I would have to agree 

with that it doesn’t matter 

how much money you throw 

Financial contribution does 

not affect child’s educational 

journey 

Socio-economic status and 

financial contributions 
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at something, all schools 

teach well and all have the 

same subjects it comes down 

to the child’s willingness to 

learn and the teacher’s ability 

to teach rather than the 

building the lessons are held 

in. 

Perception of schools 

teaching the same curriculum 

Concept of quality education Teacher’s method of 

teaching and passing 

knowledge 

Children’s willingness to 

learn 
Student motivation to learn 

I do not agree with this 

statement as I believe that 

my children under Gods wing 

will blossom in their 

education where as children 

from state schools are left to 

fend for themselves more will 

have a harder time to 

succeed. Where as a child 

from a private school knows 

that mummy and daddy have 

enough money to keep them 

so they care less about their 

educational journey. 

Church school’s religious 

aspect helps to nurture 

children’s education 

Religiosity and its’ effect in 

church schools 

Perception of State school 

children left unsupported 

and therefore find it harder 

to succeed in education 

Support in education 

Perception of parents who 

send their children to 

independent schools may 

care less of educational 

journey due to socio-

economic status 

Socio-economic status 

Aspirations for education 
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The methodical use of semi-structured interviews, along with meticulous theme 

analysis, offered a strong framework for investigating and comprehending the varied 

viewpoints of parents about their school choices. This approach assured that the gathered data 

was thorough and highly perceptive, making a substantial contribution to the research's 

authenticity and trustworthiness. 

 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

In order to carry out this research, it was required to obtain FREC approval, under the 

application number EDUC-2023-00749, in order to gather information from participants and to 

make sure that the process of doing so was not in breach of ethical considerations, on behalf of 

myself as a researcher, my participants and the University of Malta.  

Ensuring the ethical integrity, encompassing authenticity and trustworthiness within this study, 

was of utmost importance, especially considering the sensitivity surrounding parents' school 

choices for church, state, or independent schools. The researcher adopted several steps to 

ensure the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants' data, adhering to the criteria set 

by the Faculty Research Ethics Committee (FREC) and approved by the University Research 

Ethics Committee (UREC). Prior to the gathering of information, all participants were obligated 

to provide their signature on physical consent forms, which explicitly detailed the goal and 

procedures of the study, as well as their rights, including the ability to withdraw from the study 

at any time without facing any negative consequences. Those participants whose interviews 

were held online, were sent a soft copy of the consent form, to be printed and signed physically 
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and sent back to the researcher. The procedure ensured that participants had a comprehensive 

understanding of the nature of their engagement and the safeguards in place to maintain their 

privacy (Orb, Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2001). 

In order to ensure the confidentiality of the data, pseudonyms were allocated to each 

participant, and all personally identifiable information about them or their children was 

eliminated from the transcripts and reports. This was further extended to the names of schools, 

if they were highlighted, as well as specific information making certain schools identifiable. 

Implementing this step was important in preserving confidentiality and guaranteeing that the 

parents' shared information could not be linked back to them personally (Kaiser, 2009). In 

addition, I, the researcher, ensured the data's security by storing it on encrypted devices and 

restricting access to only authorised persons, as stated in the consent forms. 

Establishing rigorous standards for data management alleviated the participants' concerns 

about the potential disclosure of sensitive information. For instance, the researcher conducted 

all digital interactions with participants, including interview arrangements and follow-ups for 

additional information, using safe and encrypted methods. During the analysis phase, the 

researcher meticulously displayed the data in a generalist manner, preventing the identification 

of individual replies, even for those familiar with the participants' situations, without altering 

the provided data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

These ethical concerns were not only essential for adhering to FREC and UREC 

requirements and standards, but also vital for fostering trust with participants, enabling them 

to openly express their thoughts. The research maintained the highest ethical standards by 
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prioritizing the participants' best interests and permissions, thereby ensuring the reliability and 

ethical integrity of the obtained data. 

 

3.8 Limitations 

Various limitations impacted this study on parents' school choices for church, state, or 

independent schools, despite the methodological merits and in-depth findings of qualitative 

research. The drop in participation numbers as a result of scheduling challenges raised a major 

concern. Numerous parents, who are balancing their job and family obligations, had difficulty 

committing to interview schedules, leading to a decrease in possible participation. Studies have 

shown that schedule problems often arise in qualitative research, resulting in smaller sample 

numbers and possibly partisan findings due to the researcher’s own biases as well as those 

emerging from the participants, especially if they have a similar background (Sandelowski, 

2000; Etikan & Bala, 2017). 

Additionally, inadequate communication and a lack of reaction from some parents 

hindered the research process. Non-response is a well-acknowledged issue in qualitative 

research, referring to the situation when individuals who first express interest do not continue 

to participate (Groves et al., 2002). The recruiting procedure was hindered by participants who 

either failed to reply to further messages or chose not to continue with the research after the 

first contact, leading to an extension to the timeframe allotted to finding potential participants, 

in order to substantiate the number and ratio of participants and make this study a fair 

comparison between the three main school sectors. 
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Another significant constraint was the reluctance of some parents and guardians to participate 

in the study due to concerns over the preservation of confidentiality and the possible disclosure 

of sensitive data. The researcher noticed that parents and guardians were cautious about 

discussing their children's schools and the reasons for their selections, fearing that their 

comments might unintentionally reveal sensitive information about their socio-economic 

position, cultural knowledge, political preferences, or religious convictions, especially during 

the recording of their responses. This worry aligns with the results of prior research, which 

emphasise the difficulties in eliciting honest replies when participants are concerned about 

potential social or personal consequences (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). Many parents were 

reluctant to fully express their views due to the sensitivity of choosing a school, which closely 

connects to personal and family identity. As the researcher, I made every effort to uphold trust 

with the participants by being transparent about the analysis of their responses and providing 

comfort through clear responses and a friendly yet professional demeanour. 

Furthermore, using social media for recruiting presented its own distinct set of 

complications. Although social media platforms provide extensive coverage within the general 

population, posts soliciting participation might be easily disregarded or overlooked in users' 

congested feeds. The fleeting nature of social media and its role as a primary information 

source in a person's life exacerbated this phenomenon, as constant updates and competing 

postings can unintentionally obscure it. Research has shown that social media recruiting, 

despite its convenience, often leads to decreased levels of involvement as a result of these 

characteristics (O’Connor et al., 2014). As a result, the recruiting procedure became quite 
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drawn due to a lack of interaction from participants on the posts made within two prominent 

Facebook groups. 

 

3.9 Conclusion 

This chapter explored the inner workings of this research, building upon key aspects that 

helped form the basis of this study, namely the research questions and the justification for using 

a qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews as the main source of data gathering. 

As discussed in Section 3.2.4, the use of semi structured interviews was crucial, as it not only 

allowed a framework of questions to be upheld throughout all of the interviews, but also 

allowed the opportunity to delve into a variety of topics that may not have been directly related 

to the question asked. This was discussed along with the epistemological framework, 

incorporating phenomenogical and an interpretivist approach to data analysis. A discussion 

ensued, focusing on the authenticity and credibility of semi-structured interviews, as well as the 

ethical considerations inherent in this method. The limitations of the study were also reviewed. 

The collected data will undergo thematic analysis in the next chapter. 
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4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the data on the school preferences of parents whose children are 

currently in primary education in Malta. It explores the parents’ perceptions of the church, state 

and independent school sectors; their knowledge of the aspects of similarity and difference 

between the sectors; and their reasons for opting, where possible, for a particular sector within 

the Maltese education system. It also explored ways in which parents were able to search and 

enquire for information to be able to weigh any possible choice for their children. The data 

obtained from the interviews were coded into several major themes, presented thematically, 

and organised under the corresponding research question. 

To get deeper insight on the factors behind the creation of a particular preferences for a 

certain sector of schooling in Malta as well as the means by which the parents became 

knowledgeable about potential preferences.  A detailed recount of the qualitative data from 

these interviews shall be presented in this chapter, in line with following research questions:  

1. What are the factors that parents/guardians consider when thinking about sending their 

child/ren to a particular school? 

2. What forms of research do parents/guardians conduct to inform and aid in their decision 

making in regards to which sector and school is chosen? 

The chapter opens with an overview of participant demographics, followed by a thematic 

analysis structured around the research questions. Each section concludes with a summary of 

the main findings to provide clarity and ensure a coherent progression of findings. 
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4.2 Demographic characteristics of the participants  

In order to further understand the participants taking part in the interviewing process, 

the researcher found it essential to ask a demographic question in order to elicit from the 

parents, information such as their age, occupation, family structure in regards to children, and 

the location of residence, these elements may have played a role in formulating any school 

choice and offers the readers an in-depth view at each participant. For the purpose of 

anonymity, the researcher allocated a variety of pseudonyms in order to protect their identities.  

It was noticed that majority of the participants were females aged between 30 and 40 years old, 

married with 2 children and were employed. Geographical location of the participants varied, 

four hailed from the south of Malta, whilst two participants lived in central Malta and three 

from the north. 

Table 3: Demographic information elicited from participants 

Name of 

participant 

(Pseudonyms) 

Sex Age 
Marital 

status 

Num. of 

children 

Location of 

residence 

(North/central/south 

of Malta) 

 

Sector/s chosen  

Anna Mallia F 36 Married 
2 

children 
South 

Child 1: State 

Child 2: Church 

Grace Magro F 40 Married 
2 

Children 
Central 

Child 1: Independent 

Child 2: Independent 

Adelaide 

Bartolo 
F 44 Married 

3 

children 
South 

Child 1: State Sport 

school 
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Child 2: Independent 

Child 3: Independent 

Jamie 

Debattista 
F 45 

Single-

parent 

2 

children 
South 

Child 1: State 

Child 2: State 

Mary-Rose 

Theuma 
F 33 Married 

2 

children 
North 

Child 1: State 

Child 2: Pre-school 

Tina Ellul F NP 
Single 

parent 

4 

children 
Central 

Child 1: Church 

Child 2: Church 

Child 3: Church 

Child 4: Pre-school 

Zoya Brincat F 26 
Co-

habitating 

2 

children 
North 

Child 1: Church 

Child 2: Church 

Ian Pace M 46 Married 1 child South Child 1: Church 

Jessica Borg  F 30 Married 
3 

children 
North 

Child 1: Church 

Child 2: Church 

Child 3: Church 

Note. NP- Not provided. 

4.3- Factors that parents/guardians consider when thinking about 

sending their child/ren to a particular school 

In this section the data in regards to the first research question shall be presented along 

with the major and sub themes that had emerged from the participant’s responses. By 

describing the findings by theme provides the readers with the opportunity of assess the data 
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given by each participant, and ultimately a conclusion which shall serve to answer the first 

research question.   

4.3.1- Knowledge based on different school sectors 

Participants exhibited varying levels of knowledge pertaining the three school sectors in 

Malta, namely State, Church and Independent schools. While parents were familiar with the 

basic distinctions between the sectors, such as the donation and fee-paying nature of church 

and independent schools, some were unable to comment on the operational knowledge of 

certain sectors. Anna Mallia highlighted this gap, stating “As far as I am aware, there are 3 types 

of schools in Malta…. Being the state schools, the church and the Independent”. However, not all 

participants were equally informed. Ian pace expressed uncertainty about curricular differences 

between the sectors, stating: 

 

Jessica Borg, also was unsure about the operational running of independent schools, 

similar to the experience of Ian Borg, citing, “There is the state schools, church schools and 

private schools but I am not sure if the private schools run the same as the other two“. 

Ian Pace:  

“Hemm 2 jew 3 setturi differenti ta’ skejjel, żgur, 

hemm l-istat u l-knisja imma hemm ukoll skejjel 

privati imma m’inix ċert jekk jimxu fuq l-istess 

kurrikulu.” 

 

Ian Pace:  

“There are 2 or 3 different sectors of 

schools for sure there is state and church 

but there is also private schools but I am 

not sure if they run on the same 

curriculum.” 
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Other parents recognised the concept of fee paying as a distinguishing factor between 

the different sectors. Zoya Brincat stated, “There is one regular school which is the state schools 

and 2 which you pay for the church and the private schools”. While parents could broadly 

identify sector distinctions, fewer demonstrated a deep understanding of their operational or 

curricular nuances.  

While parents broadly understood the three main school sectors in Malta, gaps in 

detailed knowledge, especially regarding independent schools were evident. Participants were 

generally more familiar with the financial contribution as a distinction than the curricular or 

operational differences, highlighting their depth of understanding depending on their previous 

interactions with different school types, revealing significant informational disparities.  

4.3.2- Parent’s perceptions and experiences of Maltese education sectors  

In this section, parent’s experiences of the different Maltese school sectors (Church, 

State and Independent schools) were discussed. Each participant shared their perception in 

regards to similarities and differences between the different sectors as well as any stigma or 

associations carried by schools in the different sectors, all of which was able to effect school 

preference.  

4.3.2.1- The effects of socio-economic status, expenditure and accessibility to education 

Financial contribution emerged as a significant factor influencing school choice. When 

questioned about state education, most of the participants eluded towards the state school 

system in Malta was the default type of education which the biggest difference being that state 

schools do not charge a fee or require a donation in order to attend. Grace Magro noted, 

“Government [school] is free. That's the biggest difference, and private schools, obviously the 
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financial contribution is larger than church schools”. Tina Ellul elaborated on this, explaining, 

“State schools are free apart from the stationary for personal use, church schools, there is a 

donation per year and private schools you pay a fee per term per child.”. These comments 

highlight how affordability makes State based schooling as a default option for many families, 

particularly those with limited financial resources. When being asked whether paying fees for 

education was fair, when referring state schools, Grace Magro stated “the government schools 

are free because we pay them through our taxes”.  When asked if state schools should start 

changing a fee to attend, Grace Magro replied, “No, I don't think that state school state schools 

can never be paid for because everyone has a right to education and you cannot put a cost or a 

financial burden on families to do so.” 

When being asked about whether the concept of fee paying and the giving of donations 

was fair, most of the parents recognised the specifically the amounts which is required to pay 

for each sector.  

The donation system in Church schools was described by the participants as ambiguous 

and often misunderstood. Mary-Rose Theuma noted, “Well so when they ask for a donation 

with an amount, it's a fee. So that's a bit ridiculous. Having said that, I believe that once they say 

it's a donation, they can give an indication of what they believe, like, what they believe would 

cover some costs. I don't think that church schools ask too much, in my opinion, especially when 

compared to independent schools. I think independent schools are ridiculous.”. This concern was 

also expressed by Anna Mallia, stating,  
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“In of itself, it is very misleading as I define a fee as something that needs to be paid by 

force, whereas a donation you give what you choose where in reality you have to pay a 

church school, a stipulated donation amount if not more. You cannot go below so it’s not 

a donation, it is a fee.”.  

This issue underscored dissatisfaction among the participants with the way Church 

school donations were framed and communicated to parents. When asked in regards to 

donations being given to church schools, Grace Magro commented that she did not wish to see 

church schools be turned free of charge due to the need of school maintenance, she stated: “I 

don't think it should be subsidized, and I don't think, for example, church schools should be free 

because there is a maintenance cost to upkeeping at school.”. 

Independent schooling was widely seen as financially prohibitive. Jamie Debattista 

described the fees as “exorbitant, I mean, fees are exorbitant, exorbitant!”.” and explained, “I'd 

prefer to invest that money otherwise.”, further citing her experience with a fellow parent who 

had more than one child enrolled in an independent school emphasising the cost of 

independent school education. She explained, “At the point, she was paying 20,000 a year for 

her children's education. Oh my god. 20,000 a year is more than half the pay that I get.” 

Similarly, Adelaide Bartolo, a patron of an independent school, agreed and emphasised, “So but 

then when you compare it [Church schools] to independent schools, you know, it's a breath of 

fresh air at church schools compared to an independent school because the fees for independent 

schools are phenomenal.” 
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Despite the high costs, Grace Magro defended her choice to send both of her children to 

independent school rather than free state education, referring to the tax-cut which patrons of 

independent schools may benefit from as a mitigating factor to paying the full fee. She noted,  

“It's fair because it is a choice I chose to send my kids to private school and I could choose 

to send them to government too. I couldn't choose to send them to church school, but I 

could have chosen the free choice.” … “And people who send kids to private school get a 

tax reduction as well. So it's not like you pay the full amount either.” 

Over and above the fees/donation required to enter a particular sector, parents 

highlighted the significant costs of materials needed for school, regardless of sector. These items 

included uniforms, stationary, books and extra-curricular activities. Tina Ellul gave mention but 

Jamie Debattista expanded on this and stated, 

“To keep my child in the particular school, which I cannot afford. I cannot afford, you 

know, because this is not just about donations. It's school uniforms, its shoes, it's, It's the 

books. It's the photocopies, it's the stationary because some students are made to buy 

stationary from school.” … “It's the stationery. It's the outings every month. It's the 

extras, you know. Clubs and, like, that's all.” 

In regards to the social element found within church schools, Adelaide Bartolo expressed 

her view that, the current entrance system via ballot by the Archbishop’s Curia each year 

allowed many people from a variety of social classes to choose church schools; “I’m skipping the 

church schools because in the church schools you find all types of different status within society 

because when the ballot is drawn its by kind of luck, sheer luck”. She further refers to the ballot 
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system working on pure luck, to whether the child is chosen for a spot in a particular school. 

When being asked about their preference, Ian borg responded by eliciting towards church 

schools being more socially desirable schools, especially when it comes to applying for work, 

later on, when listing it in a curriculum vitae.  

Ian Pace:  

“L-iskejjel tal-istat ma jogħġbunix għax 

naħseb li huma "below standard" u li jkollok 

ċans aħjar, aktar 'il quddiem jekk ikollok skola 

tal-knisja mniżla [fuq il-CV] bħala skola li 

attendejt peress li tkun meqjusa bħala aħjar 

fis-soċjetà.” 

Ian Pace: 

 “I do not like state schools as I think that they 

are "below standard" and that you have a 

better chance later on if you have a church 

school written [on your CV] as a school you 

attended as it regarded to be better in 

society.” 

 

When asked what distinguishes the 3 main sectors of education, in relation to 

independent schools, parents were quick to point out the financial contribution needed to enrol 

a child as well as the perceive social status of those who are able to attain private education. 

Grace Magro was quick to define parents who are patrons of independent schools as different 

highlighting their economic status, by citing, “Obviously a different type of people, obviously 

people who are a bit more well off.”. This viewpoint was not shared by Adelaide Bartolo as she 

explained “And then you find the independent schools, where you find what you can say the 

higher part of society but obviously, in the independent schools you will still find people who are 

not well educated and their children are there because they have money to pay for the fees”. On 

the other hand, Adelaide Bartolo, voiced the segregation she experienced between parents as a 
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result of differing socio-economic status, alluding, “Then again once you are there, you will still 

get groups of people sticking together, totally higher class on their own and the middle class in 

another”. Anna Mallia also agreed with the distinction between different parents as she stated, 

that regardless of the amount one pays for schooling, social class, stating:  

“I would say that anywhere where money is concerned, that there will always be a 

hierarchy as you will have people who pay more, from under the carpet, and even in 

independent schools you will still even if you are all paying the same as you will have the 

families who are rich and the families who are less well-off but still manage to pay the 

fee, will not be counted as the same.” 

Tina Ellul commented that regardless of socio-economic status and school sector, 

learning depends on the child wanting to learn rather correlating fee-paying education with 

higher educational attrition, stating,  

“The children who attend private schools do tend to think highly of themselves for no 

reason because they have money but learning is going to happen if the child is open to 

learning not because you throw money at it.” 

Financial constraints were a deciding factor when forming potential school preferences. 

State schools were found to be the most accessible, while the perceived mandatory donations 

in Church schools and the high costs of independent schools, as well as additional expenditures 

like uniforms and stationery were significant factors that influenced parent’s decision making.  
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4.3.2.2- Discipline and quality of education  

The perceptions of the different schools’ sectors were evident during the interviews. The 

concept of the quality of education as well as discipline were elaborated upon. State education 

elicited a number of varied opinions. Jamie Debattista elaborated that state schools were able 

to avail themselves of quality resources, especially for children with special needs, stating, “they 

used to eventually end up in state schools because private schools did not provide the best 

resources or best learning environment for them, and they would end up in a state school just 

the same”. This sentiment was echoed by Adelaide Bartolo who reinforced the idea that state 

schools were the best equipped of all three sectors, citing, 

“There is this idea that you see that government schools are not that good when as a 

matter of fact, you find, the most resources in government schools, the best teachers in 

government schools and especially if you have children with special needs, they are more 

catered for in government schools, you have plenty of resources”.  

However, Anna Mallia gave a negative recount of her experience in State schooling in regards to 

the upkeep of discipline, citing, 

“I witnessed firsthand, Infront of my face, my son being bullied and dragged across the 

floor whilst the teachers on supervision were on their mobiles. I began to scream at them 

so that I could get their attention but when a teacher came to talk to me through the 

gate, she told me that “kids will be kids” and turned round and went back on her 

mobile.”.  
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She further commented on the lack of communication between the school and parents, 

culminating in her displeasure, stating,  

“As far as the state is concerned, I have found that the children can tend to be little more 

unruly and the teaching staff can be slightly more uncaring than the church school as in 

my experience, given the difference in pupil numbers between the church school and the 

state school, discipline seems to be harder to instil”.  

Adelaide Bartolo agreed with Anna Mallia, whilst also comparing that school discipline, with 

that found in the other two sectors, explaining,  

“I find that in government schools, the discipline is not, on par as in church schools and, 

and independent schools. You find more disciplined children in in in those two sectors. 

Whereas in government schools, it depends on the school. It's a bit of a personal 

opinion.” 

Negative behaviour also worried Zoya Brincat who stated that due to large classroom 

sizes in state schools and having a variety of children from different backgrounds, would 

negatively impact the learning taking place. She explained,  

“As the state schools cater to everyone, I think that they are at a lower standard of 

teaching as they have larger classes and children from many different backgrounds that 

it is bound to take a negative effect on learning” … “the state are known for being ruff 

and having naughty pupils”.  
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When being asked about labels and associations, Zoya expressed that the state needed 

to improve itself in order to raise the standard “I think the state schools could try to improve 

themselves to bring them up to standard.”. Tina Ellul took issue with state schools being 

considered of lower quality than the other 2 school sectors and stated that there was no 

redeemable difference between the different sectors; “I personally don’t think that state schools 

are any lower than the others, a good majority of children go to state primary, secondary, sixth 

form and university and still come out the same as children that attended the other two schools’ 

choices.”. 

The concept of church schools as better regarded for one’s future is contested by Tina 

Ellul who stated that it may reveal even though the church school may be held in high regard, 

the student’s behaviour and action may not match the ethos instilled by the school; “Obviously 

church school are associated with the church and God etc. Maybe people see the students 

should be more pure but that is not always the case”. This is different to the experiences of 

Jessica Borg, who cited that church schools have a great deal of discipline; “their teaching 

methods are more strict and so disruption in class is reduced leading to a better school 

environment.”; which in turn creates a better classroom environment, which aids in the learning 

experience and the formation of the pupils under their care. This idea was corroborated by 

Mary-Rose Theuma who said: “With church school, there's the idea of being disciplined but 

nurtured.” 

Some participants mentioned that due to the smaller class sizes within church schools, it 

was more conducive to instilling discipline into students due to more individual attention, thus 

making part of a more holistic educative environment. Jessica Borg continues by stating her own 
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children’s progression in 2 different church schools. “I had always wanted my children to attend 

a church school if it was at all possible as I believe that the holistic approach to schooling makes 

children more rounded and respectful.” 

According to Mary-Rose Theuma, church schools, maintained a nurturing discipline 

through the school structure of having smaller classes. She reinforces the concept of religious 

doctrine found within the school through reference of the patron saint, reinforcing the religious 

identity of the school. She stated, 

“So maybe smaller classrooms, so children get to know each other. I don't think they 

might have as many options with regarding to subject choices. And I do believe that 

depending on the school, the church school, depending on the church school that they're 

at, there's a focus on the patron saints or the whatever.”  

Jamie Debattista, who is familiar with the internal workings of the education system, was 

able to expound on the distinctions between state assessments and religious school 

examinations, characterising the latter as more liberal in terms of curricular learning. The reason 

she gave was that teachers could move topics between year groups if a certain topic wasn't 

covered that year. This isn't possible in state schools because the tests are set by the 

department of education, not the teachers.  

“So, in a state school, the teacher has to do all the syllabus because she will never know 

what's going to be asked at the end of the year. So, she's covering all the syllabus. In a 

church school, a teacher, she hasn't covered that particular topic because of, you know, 
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whatever happened during this scholastic year, she can omit it from the paper and It's 

fine.” 

In Independent schools, similar to the experiences of parents with children in church 

schools, participants noted that smaller classroom sizes facilitated better discipline instillation. 

Adelaide Bartolo compared her experiences with her daughter at the national sports school and 

her son in an independent school, noting that when a case of bullying occurred with her daughter, 

the school took no action and failed to communicate effectively regarding the issue. In the private 

school, they had been more attentive to her son's needs, actions had been taken, and the parents 

had been informed.  

“No action is taken. Thus, they leave the parent pending on some very important issue 

such as bullying. So, you call the school. You would like to speak to the head of school, for 

instance, and they tell you he will call back, and he never calls back. Whereas, for 

example, if something happened for, for instance, at the child care or at my son's school, 

they always took action.” 

Grace Magro, in her experience, agreed that having a smaller school population, 

resulted in fewer classrooms and smaller number of students per class. Thus, made tracing and 

rectifying certain issues far easier as she believed that there is more focus on each student.  She 

noted, “There are only two classes, so then the attention is more focused and there are less kids. 

So if there should be bullying, there's a lesser chance, everything is a bit more controlled within 

the private school environment.” 
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4.3.2.3- Vicinity of school and catchment area  

When asked during the interviews, regarding advantages to living close by to a primary 

school, the participants were able to bring up many salient comments, highlighting the 

convenience of proximity in terms of traversing to and from school and the tole it had on 

several participants and their children. Jamie Debattista stated that living within proximity to 

her son’s school allowed him to go to school by bike, stating “Proximity. For example, my son 

goes to school by bike. So, he's been nominated for a mobility award for Ekoskola because, 

obviously, you are reducing traffic” 

She further stated that in her experience of going to schools outside her village, being 

caught in traffic whilst taking her children to and from school, was a great source of frustration. 

She stated:  

“It's a blessing. I used to be nervous and tired before getting to work in the morning and 

frustrated by the time I was back home because spending 2 hours in the car every day 

just to get to school and back takes a toll. In the long run, it takes a toll on everyone. The 

kids are tired. They go to school too tired because they're waking up too early.” 

She also recanted how in her employment, she experienced a number of foreign families 

asking about the catchment area, especially when choosing in which locality to settle, stating:  

“We have a Facebook page for the school, and we still get asked the, questions about the 

school, about our system. We are living in a reality where, we are getting a lot of foreign 

parents, and they ask isma', but if you want to send our child to that particular school, 
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what do we have to do? So, you have to tell them, listen, you have to be living in this 

particular village. Otherwise, you cannot send your child here.” 

Adelaide Bartolo, who makes use of school transport for her child to attend an 

independent school stated, “we use transport, and, the transport picks him up early at half past 

7, and then I can leave for work. It does slot in well.”, thus showing the advantage of using 

school transport which is beneficial for her routine. Tina Ellul sympathised with those who did 

not live within the vicinity of a primary school as in order to wake up and prepare to be 

collected by a minibus, to take the child to school, can take a toll on the child, especially 

travelling to and from school in the morning and afternoon. Tina stating that: ”Some school 

minibuses I see come around before 5.45am so the child would have to wake up at 4.45am. That 

is way too early”.  

Mary-Rose Theuma did not just look at proximity as a positive factor but mentioned the 

social aspect of living close to a primary school, in regards to children being able to socialise 

outside of the school setting. She stated:  

“And I think the fact that you can see your class the children can see their classmates in 

playgrounds or, like, even going to the shops. Like, they can see each other outside of 

school and normalize that. That it's not just in a classroom that they can hang out.” 

4.3.2.4- Educational journey and possibility of further schooling  

When being asked about the concept of educational journeys, most parents agreed that  

Several parents in the study, stated that a factor for choosing potential schools was the fact of 

continuity within the same college or school as one moved throughout the education system i.e. 
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from kindergarten to primary, and then towards secondary and possibly sixth-form, whilst 

others did not consider it as a factor when looking at potential schools of preference.  

Zoya Brincat stated that she did choose a school which did have continuity to higher 

education but since her children were chosen in the ballot for church schools, she deemed it 

“Luck of the draw”. In order to avoid the ballot system again, Jessica Borg, preferred to choose 

her children’s schools which avail themselves of sixth- forms, stating that” As all my children will 

remain in church schools even into sixth form God willing, we will not have to go through the 

picking and traveling to other institutions such as MCAST or Junior College.”. Jamie Debattista 

suggested the fact that her child should choose a church sixth form for his studies as she alluded 

to the social connections formed in 6th form could be beneficial to him, later on in life and in his 

career, stating, “But the connections there are, I think that they're valuable because then they 

can keep going even into university and even later on into a job. Yes. To have somebody, like, on 

the inside who you know, it's good.” 

 Anna Mallia also gave an account of how state school can also continue further as she 

stated “in state schools you are able to get to the same location in the end.”. When she was 

asked to explain further, she stated “As all children that go through the state school system will 

end up in going to the main 6th forms like ITS, the Higher, Junior College or MCAST.” 

Although the participants were able to identify the different advantages and 

disadvantages of remaining in the same school/college for future schooling, Grace Magro 

highlighted that she did not wish to continue her child’s education within a state school was due 

to the negative experience her husband had in state secondary schooling, thus prompting her to 
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find alternate schools for both her children which offer educational schooling till secondary 

level.  

Table 4: Summary of each parent’s reason for school preference 

Parent name School Sector chosen for each child Reason for preference 

Anna Mallia Child 1: Primary state school 

Child 2: Primary church School 

Distrust in the state school 

system after experiences with 

child 1’s education in terms 

of discipline of children and 

teacher quality.  

Grace Magro Child 1: Primary independent school 

(Previously in local state school) 

Child 2: Kindergarten independent school 

Chose for both children to 

attend independent school as 

they did not wish to continue 

to state secondary school 

due to father’s negative 

experience and preferred 

both children to be within 

the same school.   

Adelaide 

Bartolo 

Child 1: National Sports school  

(Previously in Primary independent school 

up to year 6)  

Child 2: Primary independent school 

Chosen independent school 

due to being able to attend 

pre-school, primary and 

secondary with the same 
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Child 3: kindergarten independent school cohort of children as well as 

the homely feel of the school 

Jamie 

Debattista 

Child 1: Secondary State school 

Child 2: Primary state school 

Chose state school due to the 

high fees for enrolment in 

independent schools and 

mixed social setting of church 

schools 

Mary-Rose 

Theuma 

Child 1:  Primary State school 

Child 2: Prospective state school 

Chosen state school due to 

vicinity, school size, a sense 

of school community, and the 

possibility of lesser qualified 

teachers employed in the 

other 2 sectors  

Tina Ellul Child 1: Primary Church school 

Child 2: Primary Church school 

Child 3: Kinder Church school (Different 

school to child 1 & 2) 

Child 4: non-school age  

Chosen church school by 

attempting ballot and gained 

entry. Chose specific church 

school due to proximity to 

home  

Zoya Brincat Child 1: Church school 

Child 2: Church school 

Chose church school as to 

make sure that her children 

were in the same class 

together.  
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Ian Pace Child 1: Primary Church School Chosen Church school due to 

the perceived social standing 

of having attended the 

particular school  

Jessica Borg Child 1: Primary Church School 

Child 2: Primary Church School 

Child 3: Primary Church school 

Chose church school due to 

its’ holistic educational 

programme  

 

4.4- Research parents/guardians conduct before enrolling their children 

into the chosen sector 

4.4.1- Sources of information in order to create a school preference  

When asked to identify the sources they used to guide themselves about various 

prospective school choices, many parents said that social media, word of mouth, and overall 

school reputation were primary sources of information. Other parents relied on information 

obtained from interactions with schools, such as during open days. Jamie Debattista used her 

role as an educator to acquire deeper understanding of various educational sectors by 

consulting with her colleagues, as she articulated:  

“I suppose I used to ask around. You know? It's easy when you are a teacher, you're in the 

educational sector because you would have friends teaching in the different sectors, and, you 

know, you can ask their opinion as well.”   
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Mary-Rose Theuma too conferred with other people, including family members who she 

knew had children in different sectors, whilst also researching online, to aid her decision 

making. 

“So I asked people who I knew were in different schools. That was my primary research. So I 

spoke to friends and cousins who had children in, like, in different schools. I did my online 

research.” 

4.4.1.1- The availability of resources in the public sphere 

Regarding obtaining knowledge, the participants were requested to discuss the concrete 

count of valuable resources available in the public domain that enabled them to differentiate a 

certain inclination. Participants were aware that, from several sources, there was enough 

material available for public consumption. In response, Tina Ellul said she thought it was simple 

to get information based on all three sectors but felt certain independent schools were not as 

transparent in sharing public information about the institution when compared to state and 

church schools.  

“I think that in this day and age with everyone having a phone and computers it is very 

easy to find information regarding different schools from all 3 sectors, maybe the private 

schools are still a little guarded about what information they put out but state and 

church schools kept us parents very informed.” 

On the other hand, Jessica Borg, whilst also agreeing that there was adequate 

information available, expressed that parent, rather than relying on information, focus on the 

financial contribution required to attend certain schools. She stated, “I think that there are 
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plenty of resources for parents to make a choice plus for most parents there is often no choice as 

money/fees dictate where they will choice to send their children to school.” 

4.4.2- The role of school in generating preferences 

Parent were also asked with revealing if the school directly played a role in solidifying a 

particular preference for the parents, this included getting information by asking school 

administration or physically visiting the school. All of the parents except 3 parents were in 

contact with school administrations in order to gather information, whilst the 3 parents relied of 

other sources of information, namely relying on word or mouth or social media.  

Mary-Rose Theuma, in her response to how schools may promote themselves, touched upon 

the fact of being updated in terms of information that is available. She stated; 

“I think keeping, like, their websites updated, social media updated in a way, then, like, 

having the information available. Like, for example, not logging into a website of a 

school and finding, like, the name of a headmistress who was there, like, 20 years ago.”   

On the other hand, Jamie Debattista, rather than the information given by the school, 

she alluded to the perception of the school as a factor that influences their choice. She stated, 

“But in Malta, it is rather more of a perception. You send to the school, your child to the school 

because your perception of the school is good.”   

Table 5: Overview of participant’s chosen sector and the sources of information used 

Parent 

name 

Sector/s chosen  Sources of information in order to 

facilitate potential preferences 
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Anna Mallia State and Church school Facebook groups (social media), open days 

and advice from relatives 

Grace 

Magro 

Independent school Word of mouth 

Adelaide 

Bartolo 

 Independent school  Social media, open days, school meetings, 

Advertisements in newspapers 

Jamie 

Debattista 

State school Word of mouth from colleagues 

Mary-Rose 

Theuma 

State school Online research and word of mouth with 

friends and family 

Tina Ellul Church school Facebook groups (social media), open 

days, and word of mouth from fellow 

parents  

Zoya 

Brincat 

Church school Social media and word of mouth 

Ian Pace Church school Open days and word of mouth with 

friends 

Jessica Borg  Church school Word of mouth and personal inclination 

towards school 
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4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the demographic information of the participants 

and an in-depth view of the qualitative findings that help to answer the study’s two min 

research questions. The demographic analysis aided to highlight key aspects of each 

participant’s characteristics, all of which contributed to shaping their perspective and 

preferences on school choice. The subsequent sections delved into the participant’s knowledge 

of each sector of the Maltese education system, through identifying their differences and 

similarities, revealing the participant’s knowledge, perceptions and preferences. This was 

followed by their experiences, according to their sector of preference. By establishing the 

findings, the study uncovered a variety of nuanced insights into the factors that influence the 

creation of school preferences, thus allowing for subsequent discussion and drawing 

conclusions in the subsequent chapters. In the following chapter, the results presented in this 

chapter shall be investigated through the use of thematic analysis. The findings shall be 

compared to literature in order to justify their credibility as well as elaborate on any sub topics 

of interest that emerged.  
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Chapter 5: 

Data Analysis 

and 

interpretation 
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5.1 Introduction 

This chapter critically analyses the data obtained from parents through interviews, 

presented in the previous chapter. It shall address the research questions related to the factors 

influencing school preferences, the methods parents se to gather information and their 

perceptions of Malta’s school sectors.  

The results will be analysed within 3 distinct sections as mentioned below:   

1. Parent’s perception of each school sector within the Maltese education system 

2. An Analysis of the factors considered by parents when formulating a potential choice of 

school  

3. The sources of information and research conducted by parents in order to facilitate the 

creation of possible school choices.  

Each section integrates the data found within literature reviewed in Chapter 2, providing a 

comprehensive understanding of parental decision making, within the Maltese education 

system.  

 

5.2 Analysing parent’s perceptions of each school sector in the Maltese 

education system and eventual factors that led to potential school 

preferences   

Parents were quick to show their perceptions of each school sector in Malta and the 

emergence of factors that dictated the formation of their school preference. It was noted that 

the parents were able to identify each of the sectors and were able to mention some of the 

differences between the sectors, showing a prior knowledge. The findings shall be compared 
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with the findings displayed in chapter 2, presented according to the pertinent themes that 

emerged from the data.  Through the use of rational choice theory, Drew (2022) and Amadae 

(2024) aided in further understanding the motives for decision making as well as how the 

decisions were formulated based on the school preference as discussed below, uncovering the 

parent’s intentions and pre-conceived ideas about the potential selection of education 

institutions  

5.2.1- Accessibility and financial considerations 

When being asked to introduce the different school sectors and their characteristics, the 

participants gave much insight into their perception of each sector. Parents primarily perceived 

state-based education as the default system in Malta, identifying it as the largest of the three 

school sectors. This aligns with the list provided by the Ministry of Education (2024), and figure 

1 (p.190), which illustrates the distribution of state colleges, consisting of primary and 

secondary levels, across Malta and Gozo. Following state education, the participants discussed 

that the second largest was the church school sector, with the independent school sector being 

the smallest, consistent with the Ministry’s school list (2024).   

These perceptions reflect previous research of school choices in Malta. Bezzina (2015) 

noted “Two thirds of the school age population attend the state (public) sector, whereas the 

remaining one third is in the church and independent sector.” (p.530), thus reinforcing the 

parent’s general knowledge and correct perception of an aspect of schooling in Malta.   

Through the discussion of perceptions based on the different school sectors, the 

participants were quick to mention particular aspects of the composition of each sector which 
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acted as a defining factor. Characteristics mentioned were of a monetary/economic as well as 

the standard of quality between the aforementioned sectors. 

Parents praised state schools for their fee-free structure, which aligns with Moe’s (2008) 

findings on state school accessibility. As stated by Grace Magro, “the government schools are 

free because we pay them through our taxes”. Grace Magro’s statement further aligned with 

Eurydice (2023) that stated “In Malta, all State educational provision from early childhood 

education and care up to tertiary level is financed by the Government “. Inversely, Tina Ellul, 

Mary Rose Theuma and Anna Malli, among others, were able to identify the other financial 

contributions required to attend the two other sectors. Even though the parents were able to 

identify how financial contribution effected their decision making, they did not highlight that 

the government also financially supports church schools1. Grace Magro gave further insight to 

the difference between the free structure of the state school and the fee-based system of an 

independent school, highlighting that even though they pay fees per term in order to attend, 

“people who send kids to private school get a tax reduction”. This comment aligns with Bezzina 

(2024), who highlighted “The government also subsidises church schools so that do not charge 

tuition fees and gives tax rebates to parents sending their children to independent schools.” 

(p.2) (Table 4, p.83).  

Even given the fact that state schooling is free at face value, Jamie Debattista and Tina 

Ellul further eluded that even though state schooling was free of charge, hidden costs, such a 

 
1 As of the 10th September 2024, the Maltese government shall be supporting independent schools through 
providing financial assistance to the sum of 27 million euros, as a way to avoid increases in fees for attendance 
(Zammit, 2024; TVMnews.mt, 2024). This event happened after the data was collected.   
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uniforms and items needed for schooling, such as stationary, were also found which contributed 

to the financial burden. This can be considered as a misnomer as even though state education is 

free, this suggest that the accessibility is free but the requirements for school needed further 

investment. Schreyer, Oberhuemer, and Sollars (2024) further highlight how parents in church 

and independent schools must have the economic capital in order to pay registration and 

administration fees on top of purchasing textbooks and other pre-requisites required by the 

schools in order to attend. Whilst this may be true, as discussed by Ms. Magro, Ms.Debattista 

and Ms.Ellul, parents who send their children to state school can also face fees, unrelated to 

administration and registration. These fees can take the form of activities throughout the year, 

donations for good causes and organisations, everyday resources such as copybooks and 

stationery, school-based events such as Christmas concerts which require costuming and any 

specific resources needed to help in the education of their children. Therefore, depending on 

one’s socio-economic status, one could perceive, that the cost of state schools is lower 

compared to those of church and independent schools, which are far more expenditure driven 

in order to attend. This is clarified once again Schreyer, Oberhuemer, and Sollars (2024) who 

gave an overview of the financial constraints of each sector, finding that parents of children 

attending state schools, attain their textbooks free of charge and in order to enrol, no 

registration fees were imposed. 

Meehan and Axisa (2022) moreover stated that students from a background of lower 

socio-economic status were able to benefit from the state system by being given free school 

lunches, uniforms and other items through a governmental scheme name Scheme 9. Scheme 9, 
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as defined by the National Action Plan for a Child Guarantee 2022-2030 by the Ministry for 

Social Policy and Children's Rights (2022) encompasses,  

“Through the Scheme 9, free healthy and nutritious meals, are provided on all school days to 

children in low-income families. Additionally, Scheme 9 provides for other in-kind benefits 

including: free uniform; free stationary; free photocopies; and exemption from any fees in 

relation to extracurricular activities.” (p.28). 

Accessibility into church schools was found to be based on the ballot system, which was 

described by Borg & Mayo (2006) and Gauci (2005) as a fair and democratic process of 

enrolment. The ballot system aids, in allowing everyone, the possibility to be chosen for a space 

in a church school. For instance, Adelaide Bartolo expressed her views stating, “in the church 

schools you find all types of different status within society because when the ballot is drawn its 

by kind of luck, sheer luck”. Her words of “all types of different status” can be interpreted as 

socio-economic status, separately or in conjunction with the religious status of the 

parents/children accepted into a particular church school. As outlined in Appendix 3 (p.173, 

section 7.0) states that only a singular school requires a Catholic baptism certificate and 5 other 

schools only accept Catholic and Christian baptism certificates. All other children’s schools 

except Catholic, Christian and any other faith to be enrolled. This echoes Zoya Brincat’s 

experience where she chose her children’ church school from the ballot, having felt that her 

choice was “Luck of the draw” as she had to choose from the places left in each school to 

consider them as contenders for a preference. Anna Mallia highlighted that “the church 

[schools] is only open to those that are Roman Catholics and nobody else”, implying a sense of 
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exclusivity within church schools based upon religious inclination, thus coming into conflict with 

the perception of Adelaide Bartolo.  

Darmanin (2013) mentioned the ethnic and religious diversity found within church 

schools to be in sharp contrast to the state school sector, being described as portraying “more 

homogeneity in these church schools” (p.38). The impression gathered by the researcher was 

that based on the concept of the participants may not have wished to be associated with those 

of a lower socio-economic status or potentially, depending on given the set-up of particular 

church schools, children attending being of a different religion. 

However, this seemed to be a misconception held by some parents as according to the 

Secretariat for Catholic Education (2024) Catholic, Christian and other religions are allowed in 

specific schools, which is up to the discretion of the administration of the particular school 

whether they can enrol or not, upon presentation of Catholic baptism certificate or accordance 

with Christian faith or any other religion. (Appendix 3). Appendix 3 further states that before 

being opened to the public, places within the church school ballot are reduced, making way for 

children who are “children from Church homes, children of church school employees or of the 

secretariate, siblings attending the same church school and transfers between church schools of 

the same religious entity”. These spaces are filled before the public choice of church schools 

thus accounting for Zoya Brincat’s experience of choosing the remaining places within the 

selection of church schools.    

Parents also discussed the donation that is required on a yearly basis in order to enrol a 

child into Maltese church schools, as stated by Tina Ellul “church schools, there is a donation per 
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year”. The donation process within the church school system was quite ambiguous according to 

the participants, such as the perception of Mary-Rose Theuma who stated “Well so when they 

ask for a donation with an amount, it's a fee”. Anna Mallia, agreed and referred to it as” a 

stipulated donation amount if not more. You cannot go below so it’s not a donation, it is a fee”.  

As stated in article 6 of the agreement between the Holy See and Malta (Appendix 1), 

one can read “Free donation from parents or others” (p.6), meaning that parents should be at 

liberty to give as much as they wish, but it may be up to the discretion of the particular school. 

When asked, it was apparent that participants believed that the donation was important as it 

helped the school to maintain the infrastructure as well as aid in other aspects of its operation 

as outlined by the Holy See agreement (Appendix 1).  

On the other hand, Grace Magro, when asked whether church schools should be made 

truly free of charge, expressed, “I don't think it should be subsidized, and I don't think, for 

example, church schools should be free because there is a maintenance cost to upkeeping at 

school”. This sentiment follows the findings of Sciriha (2024) who found that through the 

combination of different socio-economic backgrounds that are able to contribute to a donation, 

would aid the running cost of the school, as stated: 

“Monetary contributions are, however, requested by the administrators of these schools to 

help cover costs related to teaching tools and the general upkeep of the school. Entry into 

such schools is by means of a ballot system at the primary level. On account of this new 

system, Church schools now enrol a diverse pupil body from various socio-economic 

backgrounds.” (p.12)  
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For those who are unable to contribute to the donation, the Times of Malta (2012) 

stated that” most schools say parents facing financial difficulties are told to “forget about the 

donation””. The Times of Malta (2012) reinforces that the donation is of a voluntary basis and 

there is no obligation to pay it, even though it found that “Yet, many parents view the 

“voluntary” donation expected from them as an indirect obligation to fork out money, even if 

this means many sacrifices for them.”(p.1).  

Based on the concept of paying a donation as a necessary part of the running of a 

church school comes into dispute with the findings by Marcotte and Dalane (2019) who found 

that “school choice options would increase income-based segregation” (p.2), therefore one can 

assume that the ballot process was gateway through which church schools can accept parents 

and children from different social strata due to the transparency of the ballot and its democratic 

nature but the donation may act as a stumbling block and thus alienating parents who are not 

able to afford such monetary contribution per annum on top of further expenditure for school 

supplies (Table 3, p.66).  

When looking at perceptions of independent schools, parents were quick to point out 

the financial disparity between those who attend independent schools and those who attend 

the other 2 sectors, as the concept of fee paying was highlighted, in section 4.3.2.1. The 

participants alluded to the fact of the presence of a hierarchy within independent schools, also 

present within church schools, dividing parents according to their socio-economic status. (Table 

3, p.66) 
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As stated by Campbell, Proctor and Sherington (2009), private schools become 

accessible only to those who have a high socio-economic status and this coupled with the 

findings of Buckingham (2010) and Rowan (2019) show independent school as creating social 

disparities by “incubating privilege” (p.305) in order to improve the family’s social status, seem 

to match the argument placed forward by Anna Mallia. Moreover, it is important to note that 

parents were able to identify, in contrast to Campbell, Proctor and Sherington (2009), that even 

though enrolment into an independent school requires a high financial contribution, one may 

still find parents who may have the economic status in order to access fee-paying education but 

may not have the social or cultural capital in order to fit in the dominant social group that 

attends those schools , in order to attend as stated by Horvat, Weininger and  Lareau (2003). 

 It was interesting to discover that Grace Magro, a patron of an independent school, 

disclosed that parents who enrol their children in independent schools, benefit from a tax 

credit. This matches the research done by Cutajar (2007) stating “Parents of these students are 

now receiving a tax relief when they submit their annual income tax returns.” (p.4). Even 

though, as from the 2024 annual budget for the year 2025, the tax return acquired by each 

parent was raised substantially, but independent schools were unable to increase their fees by 

more that 12% (Cordina, 2024). Therefore, with consideration for the tax cut benefitting patrons 

of independent schools, the sector remains firmly within the grasp of only those who have a 

high socio-economic status. Yet those middle-class parents who managed to send their children 

to independent schools still found themselves segregated according to Adelaide Bartolo, who 

said “Once you are there, you will still get, groups of people sticking together. You find the total 

higher class on their own and the middle class”. Akyol (2022), Hill (2022), and Bathmaker, 
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Ingram and Waller (2013) building from Bourdieu (1986)’s concept of capital, reminds the 

reader that parent’s financial capital may serve to replace cultural capital which they may lack 

as by having access to significant financial capital offers more options for prospective choices, 

acting as a source of obtaining further advantage in school choice. This hierarchical structure 

alluded to by Bartolo above may be due to the difference in cultural capital as expressed by 

Edgerton and Roberts (2014) and Jæger and Karlson (2018). It was discovered that this hierarchy 

is further reinforced by the fact that according to one participant, parents would attempt to 

occur favouritism by pledging further financial contribution to the school thus creating further 

inequality between parents in the same sector. Through the very nature of fee-paying schools, 

inequalities become more apparent due to the gatekeeping of a resource, in this case 

education. Mifsud (2024) states  

“While schools are crucial to ensure the provision of equitable education, they may also 

contribute (advertently or inadvertently) to the transformation of socio-economic 

inequalities into educational inequalities. Schools are embedded within the wider 

education system with its own particular structure, policies, practices, and traditions 

that ultimately have a bearing upon the degree of equity in education” (p.67)  

 

Table 6: Key observations taken from participant’s insights 

School sector Accessibility  Financial 

contribution 

Key Observation  
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State schools High  Minimal (Hidden 

costs) 

Inclusive 

Church schools Moderate- 

depending on ballot  

Donations required 

per annum 

Ballot system 

criticised  

Independent schools Low High tuition fees Exclusive but offers 

tax credits (Cutajar, 

2007)  

 

5.2.2- Perceptions on classroom size and quality of education  

Adelaide Bartolo and Jamie Debattista emerged with a concept in regards to state 

schools being the strongest in terms of resources for children with learning difficulties, with 

Adelaide stating, “There is this idea that you see that government schools are not that good 

when as a matter of fact, you find, the most resources in government schools, the best teachers 

in government schools”. Jamie Debattista commented “they [children with learning difficulties] 

used to eventually end up in state schools because private schools did not provide the best 

resources or best learning environment for them”. This contests Bosetti (2004) who found that, 

abroad, parental perception of state schools displays state schools as not being able to tailor to 

the individual needs of learners in terms of academic performance and support when compared 

to private or faith-based institutions.  

On the other hand, the overall sentiment of Ian Pace, of the lack of quality education 

and discipline found within state schools. He believed that the quality varied due to the large 

classroom sizes, having a mixed cohort of children from different backgrounds and discipline 
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being less comprehensive, in state schools, when compared to the other 2 sectors in the 

Maltese education system. Research done by Blatchford, Baines, Kutnick, and Martin (2001) 

highlighted the concerns which were expressed by the participants, namely in the UK, regarding 

classroom size, quality of the education provided and resources available in state schools, 

stating that it may infringe on the learning process and negatively affect student’s academic 

outcomes. Dauber (2013) and Holmes (2002) pointed out that parent’s choice of private school 

was based upon classroom size and better individual attention, but this contrasts with the 

parent’s comments, stating that independent schools were unable to cater for children with 

learning disabilities, even though having smaller classroom sizes and perceived better individual 

attention, according to Dauber (2013), exposing state schooling as far superior in this regard. 

Parents also brought up the concept of bullying, in that with a smaller classroom environment, 

it would be easier to control.  

This also contrast the research where Ball, Bowe and Gerwirtz (1995) found that parents 

would seek out this aspect as it benefits children’s social development to socialise with children 

from different backgrounds, whereas their apprehensions, according to Reay and Lucey (2003) 

are on par of those of British parents. Reay and Lucey (2003) continued that British parents 

would oft worry in regards to classroom sizes, lack of school funding and the low perception of 

academic standard emanating from state schooling.        

The data from the participants perceptions, suggested a misconception based on the 

classroom sizes in state, church and independent schools, of which state schools having the 

largest classroom size and the independent schools having the smallest classroom size.  
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According to Times of Malta (2024) “In 2022-23 the average class size in primary schools 

was 16.5 pupils in state schools, 20.5 in private schools and 23.9 in church schools.” which 

supports the clarification that in fact, state schools have the smallest classroom size, followed by 

independent schools and lasty, church schools with the largest classroom size. Although this 

was not a point of focus within the Literature review, the statistic became pertinent in light of 

the results. This therefore shows that Maltese classroom sizes differ to those from abroad, as 

compared with the work by Dauber (2013), Holmes (2002) and Raey and Lucey (2003). 

Parent’s perception of Faith based education, namely Catholic based education, was 

clearly distinct from the other two sectors. The participant’s responses of the Maltese context 

were consistent with the foreign research cited, believing church schooling to be stricter than 

state schooling but this is instilled through a nurturing approach and through their religiosity. It 

was further perceived that by having smaller classroom sizes in the church sector, helped to aid 

in the instilling of discipline among the children. Some of the participants commented on the 

importance of the religiosity within church schools, as some agreed that the religious aspect of 

church schools further aided in their children’s holistic development. Green and Triventi (2020) 

and Sikkink (2001), discussed how parents in the UK and the USA highlighted church schools’ 

strong moral code as well as their high standard of discipline, behaviour and high academic 

attainment. Other participants deemed it the most unimportant part of prospectively choosing 

to enrol in a faith based educational institution, with one participant stating that even if one 

does not agree with the doctrine, one must still support it throughout their time at the school. 

Through the positive social standing of certain church schools in Malta, as another participant 

alluded to the name of the college/school could aid their child to better success later on in life, 



104 
 

for having attended that particular school. That statement falls in line with the research 

gathered by Allen and Bartley (2017); Srivastava (2007) and Hanushek, Kain, Markman and 

Rivkin (2003), stating that abroad, the academic and social norms found within certain schools 

can act as a form of marketing, enticing parents to the school, based on the prestige of the 

school. Mullard and Pirotta (2008) found the popular perception in Malta were that the private 

sector institutions i.e. independent/private education were good and the state sector was bad, 

further referring that parents would sooner “prefer to send their children to Church schools 

than government schools” (p.128). 

This public perception of each school may have stemmed from the deduction that since 

the state school sector is the largest in terms of pupil population and its status of being free of 

charge, as well as being influenced from the experiences of the individual’s schooling in the 

past, when classroom sizes were larger within state schools than the present day. It is important 

to point out that even though classroom sizes were larger in state schools in the past, but yet 

were still lower than the average of church and independent schools (Table 5, p.87).  

Table 7: Average classroom sizes in State, church and independent schools from 1970-2021 

 State primary Church primary Independent primary 

1970-1971 22.1 28.4 

1981-1982 23.25 27.8 

1990-1991 21.6 27.1 

2001-2002 18.9 27.3 21.7 

2012-2013 14.5 20.75 19.78 
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2020-2021 15.7 23.0 19.4 

Note. 1970-71, 1981-82 and 1990-1991 NSO statistics show church and independent statistics counted as one as 

they were considered under the umbrella term ‘Private schools’, after which being considered as government 

dependent schools and Independent private school, and later as Church schools and independent schools.  

 

In terms of quality of education, participants also questioned the differences between 

the three sectors based on examinations and curriculum. Jamie Debattista stated “In a church 

school, a teacher, she hasn't covered that particular topic because of, you know, whatever 

happened during this scholastic year, she can omit it from the paper and It's fine”. Church 

schools on the other hand are more lenient, as teacher are able to choose certain topics to omit 

for teaching, if there is not enough time within that year whereas state schools have fixed 

exams for all that was done throughout the year, encompassing the syllabus. Darmanin (2021) 

found that” Church schools and independent schools have more curricular freedom than do 

State schools” (p.228) 

Parents were able to identify that a key part of independent school education was the 

number of clubs and extra-curricular activities that would take place throughout the year, 

usually against a fee in order to attend. Grace Magro explained that “when it comes to the 

private school, if it's something which can be directly related, they have after school 

extracurriculars, which then are like life skills, which they can actually use”. Cachia (2014) sheds 

light that independent schools had the perception of having a specialised curriculum and a large 

selection of extra-curricular activities in order to entice further learning. Harding (2011) and Ball 

(2003) states that by having economic capital as a reinforcement, parents would be more willing 
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to contribute to extra-curricular activities, while at the same time acting as a factor, attracting 

parents to the schools that offer them.    

5.2.3- Proximity and catchment area correlating with school reputation  

Within section 4.3.2.3, it was revealed that parents exhibited a keen awareness of their 

local catchment area and the corresponding schools, particularly among those who enrolled 

their children in state schools. Participants were quick to list the advantages of living within 

close proximity to a local primary school, highlighting that proximity not only provides 

convenience but also helps to foster stronger bonds among the children in the local community.  

Jamie Debattista commented that for her, proximity was the advantage as her stated “For 

example, my son goes to school by bike”. This experience is echoed by Grace Magro citing that 

when her son was attending a local state school that it was “Very, very convenient, because I 

used to walk it to school and walk him back home”. Adding to the proximity, within state 

schools, Breakfast club, which helps working parents, allowing children to enter school early, as 

stated by Jamie Debattista “Even for primary school, you know, we have breakfast service for 

everyone who works, but being so near the school saves a lot of time.”  

This concept of proximity also ties in the sense of community as due to catchment areas, 

in the state school system, most of the students would be from the surrounding area. Mary-

Rose Theuma explained that it was beneficial for children to be able to socialise in other 

locations other than the classroom, stating “the children can see their classmates in 

playgrounds or, like, even going to the shops. Like, they can see each other outside of school 

and normalize that.” Likewise, Glatter, Woods, and Bagley (1997), Shah and Conchar (2009), and 

Montacute and Cullinane (2018) all emphasised that regardless of socio-economic status, the 
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convenience factor of a nearby school, in conjunction with the school’s academic performance, 

was found to be a significant factor is school choice. Jamie Debattista surmised “I believe that if 

I have to do it again, even if I was in a situation where I would be able to pay for an independent 

school or send my children to a church. I would still choose the school which is nearer to where 

I live.” 

From the knowledge of Jamie Debattista, she stated that in certain cases, when choosing 

a potential school, some foreign parents would deliberately choose to rent in areas that fell 

within a particular catchment area, stating: 

“What do we have to do? So, you have to tell them, listen, you have to be living in this 

particular village. Otherwise, you cannot send your child here… They are choosing 

because they are choosing a place to rent according to the availability of school”.  

This was interesting as it combined both the concept of proximity whilst also juggling 

other different factors being entertained by the parents, such as the reputation of the school. 

These findings are well supported by literature. For instance, Reay and Lucey (2003) highlighted 

that parent, especially in state schooling contexts abroad, were also aware of the educational 

catchment area to which they belong. The strategic decision by middle class families to secure 

enrolment in schools of good reputation, by choosing to reside within a conducive catchment 

area is consistent with the observations Kosunen and Rivière (2017), Napolitano, Pacholok and 

Fustenberg (2014), and Reay et al. (2011).  

Moreover, Burgess, Greaves, Vignoles, and Wilson (2015) found that parents from 

different socio-economic groups valued proximity as a positive factor but also realised that 
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some parents from each socio-economic group were willing to send their children to schools 

further away, which was accessible whilst also meeting other requirements pertaining to their 

preference. Although moving village for the express purpose of attending a specific state school 

catchment area is not common in the Maltese context, it can still be considered as a strategic 

decision for parents who decided to send their children to school which were not within the 

proximity of their homestead, namely church and independent schools.  

In regard to those sending their children further afield for their education such as 

Adelaide Bartolo, referred to the concept of her children using transport that comes to pick 

them up and takes them to school, thus allowing time for her to prepare and leave for work. 

She eluded “Not so much because we use transport, and, the transport picks him up early at 

half past 7, and then I can leave for work. It does slot in well.”, but she did also make reference 

to the advantage of living close to a school, citing having more control over routine and waking 

up her children. On the other hand, Tina Ellul was appalled with the concept of having some 

students wake up excessively early in order to travel to school, having stated” Some school 

minibuses I see come around before 5.45am so the child would have to wake up at 4.45am. 

That is way too early”. It can be considered that even though parents were able to identify 

various benefits of sending their children to nearby schools, they still deemed other factors 

more important that proximity as a detrimental factor to school preference. Furthermore, a 

number of participants mentioned their dissatisfaction in regards to the concept of commuting 

extensive distances in order to get to the school of their choice, highlighting prolonged 

commuting times, traffic congestion and other hazardous factors that may be faced on a school 

commute. This is elaborated on by Jamie Debattista as she recanted “I used to be nervous and 
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tired before getting to work in the morning and frustrated by the time I was back home because 

spending 2 hours in the car every day just to get to school and back takes a toll.”, having a 

negative effect on herself as well as her children” 

Finally, the concerned raised during the study due to dangers of having a longer 

commute to school, echo Konsunen and Rivière (2017)’s research on the risks associated with 

extended travelling, also giving mention to traffic accidents and stranger danger.  

5.2.4- Possibility of further schooling within same system or college 

Participants from all sectors gave a notion that during the contemplation of a school 

preference, they considered further schooling opportunities and the logistics surrounding such 

as decision. Jessica Borg made a preference for a church school that led onto a sixth Form, 

underpinned the concept of consistency within the same school network, stating “As all my 

children will remain in church schools even into sixth form God willing, we will not have to go 

through the picking and traveling to other institutions such as MCAST or Junior College”. As 

previously referenced, in terms of accessibility, the possibility of further schooling within the 

church sector.  

Jamie Debattista commented that by choosing a prestigious church school for or which 

led to a sixth form, would offer social connection which could aid them later in life, highlighting 

“To have somebody, like, on the inside who you know, it's good”. Whereas other parents such as 

Anna Mallia were more blasé about the choice of further state schooling “as all children that go 

through the state school system will end up in going to the main 6th forms like ITS, the Higher, 

Junior College or MCAST.”. The insight shown by Jamie Debattista seems to imply that social 

connections can only take place in certain settings of particular prestige Whereas the locations 



110 
 

mentioned by Anna Mallia, were seen as of lesser prestige by Jamie Debattista, even though 

they too are 6th form venues, in which one may find social connections.    

Both Grace Magro and Adelaide Bartolo further mirrored the work of Burgess, Greaves, 

Vignoles, and Wilson (2015) showing that they that chose independent school education were 

also thinking in the long term, to send the child’s siblings to the same school, as a future 

preference.  

It can be understood that this sentiment does not reside only with those who send their 

children to independent schools, but with those who potentially avail themselves of the services 

of the other two sectors. In some cases, as seen in Appendix 2, Church schools accept siblings of 

the same gender into their school or an equivalent church school if a child is already enrolled or 

is of a different gender, this is further extended to the children of teachers who work in a 

particular church school.  

The participants who sent their children to independent schools explained this process. 

Within independent schools, where each school runs to their own rules and regulations, an 

example of the entry of siblings can cited as according to the Parents Foundation for Education’s 

Admissions rules (Appendix 2). It states that brothers and sisters are able to be registered in 

order to pre-apply for a spot within the school, which can be done either after birth or within a 

time of enrolling the first child. To further add to the concept of accessibility and enrolment, it 

was mentioned that parents would formally register their children’s names within school 

applications, in the hopes that they would be offered a place (Appendix 2).  
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5.2.5- Educational journeys within the Maltese education system  

The comparison of educational journeys within Malta’ three school sectors, in section 

4.3.2.4, revealed parents perceived their experiences as individualised. Most of the participants 

argued that although the main core structures of education might be similar across all sectors, 

each child’s journey was unique and largely influenced by the child’s personal inclination to 

learn. It was also mentioned that the expectations within church and independent schools were 

more pronounced that in the state sector.  

Moreover, several participants emphasised that the quality of a child’s educational 

experience pivoted on 2 aspects, family support as well as their interaction with their educators. 

This insight complimented the research of Lubienski (2007) and Hoxby (2020), who argued that 

parents gave preference to schools which higher academic standards, as they associated such 

schools with better educational outcomes and better school quality.  

 

5.3- Analysis of the sources of information and research conducted by 

parent’s order to facilitate the creation of possible school choices. 

As discussed in the section 4.4, The participants were candid when asked about the 

sources of information they relied upon in order to make a sound decision of school choice for 

their children.  

Mary-Rose Theuma stated that she had asked a number of individual’s experiences in 

order to become informed, combining it with independent internet research, stating, “So I 

asked people who I knew were in different schools. That was my primary research. So I spoke to 

friends and cousins who had children in, like, in different schools. I did my online research.” 
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When asked whether the information available for public consumption was adequate enough to 

generate a preference Jessica Borg stated “I think that there are plenty of resources for parents 

to make a choice plus for most parents there is often no choice as money/fees dictate where 

they will choice to send their children to school”. Tina Ellul agreed with the availability of 

information for all three sectors but commented that some aspects of independent schools 

were harder to access, “it is very easy to find information regarding different schools from all 3 

sectors, maybe the private schools are still a little guarded about what information they put 

out”. The impression gathered by the researcher is that even though private schools may be 

seen as guarded, this may be due to several different factors. These factors may incorporate the 

socio-economic status of the parents, which effects their access to the information needed in 

order to create a preference. This information could also be guarded in order to safeguard the 

reputation of the school. It is important to note that for parents who, due to their socio-

economic status, may not be able to create a school preference, therefore not needing to do 

any research into other schools as they must default to their only option.    

Working from the discussions of Slack, Magan, Hughes and Davies (2014) and Ball and Vicent 

(1998) found that most participants used a mixture of hot knowledge, such as word of mouth, 

social media and recommendations from families and friends, whilst also making use of cold 

knowledge such as school meetings and open days, with information provided by the 

institution. In terms of accessibility to this database of knowledge, the participants found that 

using online media, aligning with the findings of Bunar and Ambrose (2016), was of great 

inspiration in making an informed decision but this poses an issue in regard to those who are 

not able to avail themselves of online media, as revealed by McGinn and Ben-Porath (2014). 
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They further commented on the ease at which one was able to find information which was able 

to be found publicly, which could be assumed as an active topic of discussion among parents 

and wider society.  Maltese parents, were found to mirror Australian parents, in terms of 

contacting school authorities in order to garner certain information to make an informed choice, 

as argued by the Queensland Independent Schools Parent Network (2019) 

The information gathered along with the prior perceptions and knowledge found within 

this study aligned themselves with the findings of Amadea (2024) and Drew (2022), highlighting 

aspects of the theory of rational choice.  

 

5.4 Conclusion  

The aim of this chapter was to examine the results that were collected throughout this 

study. Through the review of international and local literature, a comparison was drawn up in 

order to develop a deeper understanding into the factors that influenced the participant’s 

school choices and preferences and the ways in which they informed themselves to make a 

decision, which would ultimately benefit their children. Based on the findings of this study, a 

number of potential research areas were identified, in order to generate further and deeper 

knowledge on the differences between Malta’s three school sectors.  

This chapter shall be followed by the final chapter of this research, wherein shall be 

included a summary of study highlighting key aspects such as the aims of the research and a 

summary of the findings as well as any limitations of the study. The chapter shall close of by 
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framing the study’s contribution of its readers as well as recapping the possible areas for further 

research. 

In the wake of the analysis of the findings collected by this study, a number of possible 

areas of further research shall follow. These potential research topics stemmed from the writing 

of the literature review as well as from the findings of the study. Some of the topics here were 

also mentioned informally by some of the participants from the study. 
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Chapter 6: 

Conclusion 
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6.1 Synthesis  

Through defining the main similarities and differences between Malta’s three school 

sectors, gave the necessary background, to understand the decision-making process taken by all 

nine participants within the study. Through qualitative semi-structured interviews with parents, 

several prominent themes emerged, shaping how their school preference were formed, namely 

through their perceptions of accessibility into each sector, socio-economic considerations, 

perceived classroom size in each sector, the quality of the education provided, proximity, and 

future educational prospects. These findings were analysed in line with existing literature, to 

frame and nurture a deeper understanding of how rational choice theory and socio-economic 

factors weave together to inform school preference.     

Through a thorough analysis of the research findings, it was concluded that all nine 

parents gave great heed to the concept of school preference, all for their individual reasons. 

One of the most prominent findings of the study was the significant effect of the economic 

considerations. Parents perceived that even though state schools were considered free of 

charge in terms of registration, enrolment, and free textbooks, but additional costs for 

stationery and uniforms were highlighted, which could pose a financial burden to some families. 

Scheme 9 within state schools aid parents with low economic level, through subsidy for certain 

necessities and services. Church schools were deemed to be the second most accessible due to 

the ballot to gain entry. However, the annual donation asked by these schools, made it 

inaccessible to certain parents. It was noted that due to the emphasis made for the donation n 

most church schools, parents considered it more of a mandatory fee. On the other hand, 

independent schools were considered as the most financial demanding sector, being only viable 



117 
 

for those with the economic means to suffice the fee payments for attendance. Although a tax 

rebate was available for patrons of independent schools, the participants only felt that these 

slightly offset the high costs, thus reinforcing the socio-economic disparities within school 

preference.  

The participant’s perceptions of classroom and the quality of education between the 

three sectors highlighted several misconceptions. Parents were quick to associate state 

schooling with large classroom size as well as lack of discipline, whereas parents perceived 

church and independent schools as the smallest in class size as well as the most disciplined. The 

perception may be a result of a historical perspective where the sizes of classes were the 

opposite to nowadays average.  

Proximity was mentioned as an aspect that effected decision making. When asked about 

the advantages of living within the proximity to a school, participants referred to the factor of 

convenience in travel and maintaining social relationships between peers within school as well 

as outside, in the community. For families that showed preference for schools that were further 

away, expressed frustration with long travel times, traffic as well as early morning wake-up calls 

in order to arrive to school on time. Even though some parents were able to identify the 

importance of being within proximity of a school, some still made the decision to send their 

children to schools further afield. This may be for a variety of reasons   

This was noted in the parents who chose mainly church and independent school settings 

for their children.  
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Beyond the financial and logistical aspects, parents’ perceptions of reputation and ethos 

was found to influence school preferences. This was manifested through perceptions of church 

schools upkeeping a strict moral and religious foundation on which gave a means of instilling 

discipline and ethical values to their students, in line with Catholic values. Concerns were 

expressed that some church schools were exclusive because they only admitted catholic 

students. Independent schools were perceived as fostering a high achievement environment, 

with parents emphasising the importance of extra-curricular activities, which were frames as 

positive traits attributed to the schools.  

It was also noted that from within church and independent schools, parents carried a 

level of aspirational capital, believing that their children’s attendance within particular schools 

would render enhanced social mobility and future opportunities.  

Lastly, Information, was found to play a large part in becoming sensitive to the 

differences and similarities between each sector. It was found that the parts made majority use 

of ‘hot’ knowledge such as word of mouth, and experiences as well as combining that to ‘cold’ 

knowledge, acquired through social media, school websites, open days. However, some parents 

expressed that whilst they were able to find information for state and church schools, some 

independent schools were less transparent with providing certain information into the public 

sphere. It was found that social networks, played a crucial role in the formulation of school 

choice, especially to those who did not have access to official/formal data.   

I have come to understand that even though at surface value, the concept of choice may 

be seen as universal for all, this is far from the truth, as socio-economic status played a major 
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role, either in providing cultural capital or the economic capital among other factors to support 

the different preferences a parent may make for their children. 

 

6.2 Limitations of the Study 

Despite exposing valuable insights into the school selection process, the study had 

several limitations. Firstly, it was very difficult to recruit participants and hence the sample size 

of 9 parents was relatively small, which cannot be considered as indicative of the perspectives 

of all Maltese parents within the education system. Thus, a larger sample, with more varied 

participants may offset a broader understanding of school choice among different 

demographics. Further research done on this topic could offer to be investigated using a mixed 

methods approach in order to garner both qualitative and quantitative insight for data analysis.  

Finally, this study was focused solely on the parental perceptions and perspective, 

whereas the perspectives of educations, SLT, or students, may have provided further insight by 

gathering and comparing data between different stakeholders in education, as well as providing 

an in-depth view of the strengths and challenges faced by each sector.  

 

6.3 Recommendations for Further research 

In the wake of the analysis of the findings collected by this study, a number of possible 

areas of further research shall follow. These potential research topics stemmed from the writing 

of the literature review as well as from the findings of the study. Some of the topics here were 

also mentioned informally by some of the participants from the study. 
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• The progress and development of education through the history of Malta 

Through reviewing the literature in order to create a background on the similarities and 

differences between the three school sectors, further research in this area could yield further 

insight into the origins of these sectors and the history of shaped how each sector’s functions 

gave rise to their current form.  

• The budgetary distribution of funds in State, Church and Independent schools. 

As mentioned by the parents, in relation to state schools being the most equipped schools, 

especially when providing for children with learning difficulties, when comparing to church and 

independent schools. It would be interesting to find out why such a perception may exist and to 

find out some schools within each sector allocate their budgets as well as looking at how state 

budgeting or institutional funding is used.  

• Social class/socio-economic status of parents whose children attend State, Church and 

Independent schools. 

Through parent’s perspective of social distinctions within independent schools, the concept 

of social class and social mobility could be explored to find out how this translates to a school 

setting. It may also explore the implications or advantages this may have on individuals of the 

same class or those lower or above. 

• The stories of children with learning difficulties in State, Church and Independent 

schools. 
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Through the experience of different parents who commented that children with learning 

difficulties were not properly taken care of within schools of church and independent sectors. 

Therefore, a study about the experiences of these children and their parents may show the 

similarities and differences in each sector. This may also include how each sector implements 

different policies in order to create and maintain an environment of inclusion.  

 

6.4 Conclusion  

This study has provided a detailed exposition of the factors that influence parental 

school choice in Malta, by offering insights into how factors such as the economic, logistical and 

social status were to shape educational decisions. Through the highlighting of these disparities, 

this research contributes to the ongoing discussion on how to achieve a more equitable 

education system for all. In conclusion, policy design should be given to improving the 

transparency, the reduction of financial barriers and bettering of services, to ensure that all 

children regardless of socio-economic background, have access to high quality education.  
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Figure 1: The geographical location of the 10 colleges, spanning kindergarten, primary and 

secondary State education as formed by The Education (Amendment) Act, 2006. 

Source: Cutajar, M., Bezzina, C., & James, C. (2013). Educational reforms in Malta: A missed 

opportunity to establish distributed governance. Management in Education, 27(3), 118-124. 
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Figure 2: Timeline of the process of education in Malta 

 

 

Source: European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2022. The Structure of the European Education 

Systems 2022/2023: Schematic Diagrams. Eurydice Facts and Figures. Luxembourg: Publications 

Office of the European Union. 
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 Figure 3: Evaluation process of parental school choice 

 

Source: Charles, G. W. (2011). Parental perceptions of school quality in public and private schools. 

Northcentral University. Pp.8 
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Figure 4: Distribution of boys’ and girls' enrolment found within private educative institutions 

(church and non-church) from scholastic year 1960-1961 to 1990-1991 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Data taken from Central Office of Statistic (Malta) Educational statistics from 1960-61 to 1990-91 

Note: Statistics 1978-79, 1979-80, 1980-81, and 1983-84 were unavailable 
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Figure 5: Maltese Social Class as researched by Sultana (1991) encompassing the time of 

Church school debate (1984) 

 

 

Sources:  

Miliband, R. (1987). Class analysis. In A. Giddens & J. H. Turner (Eds.), Social theory today (pp. 

325–346). Polity Press. 

Smith, S. C. (2014). Priests and politicians: Archbishop Michael Gonzi, Dom Mintoff, and the 

end of empire in Malta. Journal of Mediterranean Studies, 23(1), 113-124. 

Sultana, R.G. (1991). Sociological perspectives on class in Malta. Economic and Social Studies 
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Figure 6: Distribution of Educational Institutions between Government and Private 

Stakeholders (Church and non-Church) from scholastic year 1969-1970 to 1989-1990 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Data taken from Central Office of Statistics (Malta) Educational statistics from 1960-61 

to 1990-91 
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Figure 7: Distribution of Educational Institutions between Government (State) and Private 

Stakeholders (Church and non-Church) from scholastic year 1990-1991 to 2007-2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Malta. Data taken from Central Office of Statistics (Malta)/National Statistics Office 

(Malta) Educational statistics from 1990-91 to 2007-08 
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Table 8: List of schools in Malta, arranged according to sector: 

State colleges Independent schools Church Schools 

St. Margaret College Beesmart Kindergarten Bishops Conservatory School 

Maria Regina College Casa Maria Montessori De La Salle College 

St. Benedict College Chiswick House School Immaculate Conception 
School 

St. Nicholas College Il-Perla Kindergarten St. Jeanne Antide School 

St. Gorg Preca College Kidstart Kindergarten Laura Vicuna School (Ghasri) 

St. Theresa College Little Einsteins Montessori 
System 

Laura Vicuna School (Victoria) 

St. Ignatius College Miriam Albatool School St. Joseph, Mater Bon Consilii 

St. Thomas More College Mickeys Kindergarten 
(Bulebel & Pieta) 

Our Lady Immaculate School 

St. Clare College Newark School Sacred Heart College 

Gozo College Nikis Nursery School Sacred Heart Minor Seminary 

Mikiel Anton Vassalli College San Andrea School Savio College 

Migrant Learning Unit San Anton School St. Benild’s School (Stella 
Maris College Junior School 

Yr1-Yr2) 
Giovanni Curmi Higher 
Secondary (6th form) 

St. Catherines High School Stella Maris College 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

St. Cecillias Kindergarten St. Albert The Great College 

St. Edwards College St. Aloysius College 

St. Martin’s College St. Augustine College- 
Primary 

St. Michael Foundation St. Augustine College- 
Secondary 

St. Patricks Salesian School St. Angela Kindergarten (Lija) 

St. Paula Early Education 
Centre 

St. Angela Kindergarten 
(Msida) 

Thi Lakin School St. Angela Kindergarten 
(Rabat) 

 St. Angela Kindergarten 
(Zabbar) 

St. Dorothy’s School (Sliema) 
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 St. Dorothy’s School (Zebbug) 

St. Elias College 

St. Francis School (B’kara) 

St. Francis School (Cospicua) 

St. Francis School (Nadur) 

St. Francis School (San 
Gwann-Msida) 

St. Francis School (Santa 
Lucia) 

St. Francis School (Victoria, 
Gozo) 

St. Francis School (Msida) 

St. Francis Secondary School 
(Sliema) 

St. Joseph school (Blata l-
bajda) 

St. Joseph School (Sliema) 

St. Michael School (Santa 
Venera) 

St. Monica School (B’kara) 

St. Monica School (Gzira) 

St. Monica School (Mosta) 

St. Paul’s Missionary College 

St. Theresa School (Kercem) 

The Archbishops Seminary 
School 

Theresa Nuzzo School 
(Hamrun) 

Theresa Nuzzo School 
(Marsa) 

Source: Ministry of Education, 2024 (Education.gov.mt/Colleges) 
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Table 9: Amounts of capitulation grants given during the year 1970, according to each year 

group 

Capitulation Grant Agreement of 1970 
Between the Government of Malta and the Malta Private Secondary Schools Association 

(M.P.S.S.A) 

Secondary Year Group Amount given for each Maltese child 
attending 

Form I and II (Year 7 and 8) £20 

Form III and IV (Year 9 and 10) £30 

Form V and VI (Year 11 and 6th form) £40 

  

Source: Borg & Montebello, 1989, pp. 85 

 


