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Abstract 
In the quest for gender equity, schools play a pivotal role in shaping the attitudes and 

aspirations of the next generation. Yet, within the sprawling classrooms and bustling 

playgrounds of Gold Coast schools, a silent question lingers: are these institutions champions 

of equity or unwitting perpetrators of longstanding biases? This study delves into Gold Coast 

schools’ websites and online material and assesses how they represent their level of 

commitment to gender equity. 

We analysed more than 100 schools’ websites, both governmental and non-governmental, 

covering the ABS SA4 Gold Coast delimitation. We scored each school on 20 metrics across five 

critical dimensions of gender equity: mental health, uniform and appearance, operations, 

activities, and inclusion. The desktop study was undertaken based on data accessed through 

schools’ websites and online materials, such as rules, policies and guidelines, curriculum, 

newsletters, and annual reports. 

Our results were startling, to say the least. We found that schools fell within 4 key groups based 

on their scores. At the forefront, 21 schools were categorised as the leaders, with the highest 

overall scores, showing inclusiveness and equity in their online material and policies. The next 

36 schools were classified as the followers. Closely behind the leaders, but with slightly lower 

performance in the operations dimension. A further 30 schools were classified into the 

laggards, showing low performance in the operations dimension, as well as strict gendered 

uniform and appearance policies. The last 30 schools fell into the resistors group. They had the 

lowest overall performance of the group, scoring poorly in all five dimensions. 

Overall, it was governmental schools that led the way in term of gender equity with flexible 

uniform and appearance policies, and high performance in the activities dimension, mainly 

explained by their strong commitment on educating students about respectful relationships. 

Most surprising, however, was that some of the Gold Coast’s richest, most highly resourced 

schools have seemingly invested the least in developing equitable policies and education for 

their students. Emmanuel, A.B. Patterson, and Somerset Colleges are among the list of lowest 

scoring schools in our study. 

Our research findings suggest that there is a wide distribution of equitable policies in play within 

our Gold Coast schools, yet many schools have significant room for improvement. There is now 

a clear opportunity for schools —armed with an objective equity framework—, to revisit their 

online material and policies to foster greater inclusion. 
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Setting the scene for gender equity in education 
Australia has made significant progress with respect to gender equity over the last century, yet 

there remains much more work to be done. The most recent report by the Workplace Gender 

Equality Agency suggests that a 21.7% gender pay gap persists between women and men. And 

despite being known as the lucky country, statistics reveal that 1 in 6 women has experienced 

physical and/or sexual violence by a current or previous cohabiting partner (compared to 1 in 18 

for men). 

While issues of payment and violence rightly capture significant media attention, there are many 

forms of everyday discrimination that reflect beliefs about gender. Schools play a major role in 

determining what is considered ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ for different bodies and people and 

communicate these beliefs through diverse policies and practices. These can range from 

policies about eligibility for enrolment, uniform requirements, expectations on subject choice 

and career pathways, to opportunities for participation in various forms of ‘extracurricular’ 

activity, the resources and curriculum material used to support learning, assumptions made 

about preferred ‘learning styles’, and, of course, day-to-day interactions with staff and students. 

Some students encounter school environments with strictly enforced rules relating to where 

different genders are allowed to be and what they are allowed to wear. All of this contributes to 

a wider cultural environment that sees gender as some kind of oppositional construct: where 

men and women are seen as different and, by extension, both likely to experience and expect 

different opportunities and treatment. 

Overcoming this historical barrier requires work at every level and in every context. If the goal is 

to achieve a school system where gender equality is pursued through policies and practices 

enabled by frameworks that allow for representation and redistribution, we need to be willing to 

look at the current state of play. Schools are incredibly complex places, but one of the first 

points of contact for many parents and students is their website. Like every text, a school 

website sends overt and covert messages. It tells us what the school values and who the school 

values. We can look at a website and ask questions such as; Who is included/excluded? Who is 

valued/devalued? What is shown as natural or normal? Who is missing? Who is shown as 

abnormal? Who is celebrated? Are there differences in terms of the rewards offered by gender? 

Schools represent our best hope for sowing the seeds today for a better society tomorrow. This 

study represents the first of its kind in exploring the public-facing data relating to schools' 

positions on key gender equity indicators in Gold Coast schools. It seeks to quantify the 

comparative degree to which schools champion equity, allowing children to freely express 

themselves, or whether they cling to outdated norms and gender stereotypes. 
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Methodology 
We examined the websites of 114 schools located in the Gold Coast region, as defined by the 

ABS SA4 Gold Coast delimitation. We developed a 20-point objective test to assess the existing 

level of gendered practices within these schools’ online material and websites. Each of the 20 

points was scored depending on whether the school materials indicated gender bias, provided 

insufficient information for assessment, or demonstrated gender neutrality. The chosen criteria 

can be categorised into 5 themes: mental health, uniform and appearance, operations, activity, 

and inclusivity.1 

▪ Mental health: assessed if schools have any relevant accreditation or affiliation based on 

gender equality, such as White Ribbon, if schools’ materials mention respectful 

relationships, and if the curriculum includes education about gender and consent. 

▪ Uniform and appearance: this dimension examined if the dress code and uniform guidelines 

apply equally to all genders, allow for gender-neutral options, whether girls can wear shorts 

and boys’ kilts or skirts, and if the sports uniform is the same for all genders. 

▪ Operations: assessed if the school mentions equality or equity in their mission, vision, or 

values, if there are explicit mentions of gender equity or equality on the school website and 

policies, and if there is gender diversity in the operational leadership team. 

▪ Activities: studied if schools participate in campaigns or initiatives that promote gender 

equity, such as Wear It Purple Day, if they implement respectful relationships or similar 

programs and the opportunities for participation in various forms of curricular and 

extracurricular activities, such as sports, STEM programs, and arts. 

▪ Inclusivity: examined the language used on schools’ websites, newsletter, and online 

material, the use of nonbinary gender references, acknowledgment of nonbinary and 

transgender students, and if gender references are included when encouraging parental 

involvement (is it more focused on mothers/female guardians). Finally, whether the school 

provides gender-neutral bathroom facilities. 

  

 
1 We undertook a content analysis study where we systematically evaluated the content of these schools’ 
websites and online materials. The scoring criteria were rigorously applied to each school, ensuring a fair 
and consistent evaluation process by cross-checking the analysis by two senior consultants, with no 
conflict of interest with any of the assessed schools. Data was manually collated during December, 2023 
and January, 2024.  
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The spectrum of schools: from leaders to resistors 
The data unveiled a spectrum of performances among the schools. However, these results are 

open to various interpretations. Some schools might deliberately align with traditional 

representations of masculinity and femininity, seeing it as appropriate and desirable to convey 

this alignment through website imagery and policies. On the other hand, certain schools may 

have embarked on the journey of gender reform but have yet to fully confront the myriad public-

facing challenges, resulting in a discrepancy between their professed values and the 

representations they project. It is also possible that some schools have a bespoken 

commitment to gender equity that is reflected in more comprehensive, consistent, and 

transformative practices. 

Regardless of the underlying reasons for each school's performance, we categorised the 

schools into four distinct clusters—leaders, followers, laggards, and resistors- based on the 

levels of commitment to gender equity practices they exhibited within the areas we studied. 

 

Leaders: Schools in this tier present at the forefront of gender equity, characterised by 

progressive uniform policies and high performance in the dimensions of mental health and 

activities. Mudgeeraba State School, Robina State High School and Coombabah State School 

standout, showcasing their commitment through equitable dress codes and a proactive 

approach to embracing student diversity. 

Followers: Close on the heels of the leaders, followers weaken in the uniform and appearance 

and operations dimensions, especially because of the lack of gender equity references on their 

website and online material and the lack of diversity in their leadership teams. Examples of 

schools in this cluster include Broadbeach State School, Biggera Waters State School, and 

Ashmore State School. 

Activities

Inclusivity

Mental healthOperations

Uniform and
appearance

Figure 1. Schools’ performance breakdown by cluster

Leaders Followers Laggards Resistors
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Laggards: These institutions demonstrate commitment to certain aspects of gender equity, like 

the criteria around mental health, but also exhibit signs of conservatism, especially in the 

operations and uniform dimensions, resulting in even lower average scores than the followers. 

Nerang State School, St Kevin’s School and Burleigh Heads State School are some of the 

schools that were assigned to this group. 

Resistors: Positioned at the lowest end of the spectrum, resistors are schools which showed 

very little commitment to gender equity in all dimensions assessed, with gendered dress code 

policies, unequal access to activities and no apparent education around gender and consent. 

Kings Christian College, A B Paterson College and Somerset College are among the schools in 

this cluster. 

Table 1. Performance clusters 

Leaders Followers Laggards Resistors 

▪ Mother Teresa Primary 
School 

▪ Gainsborough State 
School 

▪ Currumbin State School 
▪ St Vincent's Primary 

School 
▪ Southport State High 

School 
▪ Clover Hill State  
▪ Robina State High School 
▪ Helensvale State High 

School 
▪ Foxwell State Secondary 

College 
▪ Southport State School 
▪ Tamborine Mountain State 

School 
▪ St Brigid's Catholic 

Primary School 
▪ Pimpama State Secondary 

College 
▪ Merrimac State High 

School 
▪ Mudgeeraba Creek State 

School 
▪ Ingleside State School 
▪ Coombabah State School 
▪ Nerang State High School  
▪ Keebra Park State High 

School  
▪ Ormeau Woods State High 

School 
▪ Mudgeeraba State School 
 

▪ Musgrave Hill State School 
▪ Elanora State School 
▪ Helensvale State School 
▪ Ashmore State School 
▪ Mudgeeraba Special 

School 
▪ Coomera Springs State 

School 
▪ Arundel State School 
▪ St Joseph's College 
▪ Biggera Waters State 

School 
▪ Pacific Pines State High 

School 
▪ Palm Beach State School 
▪ Miami State School 
▪ Bellevue Park State School 
▪ Benowa State High School 
▪ Arcadia College 
▪ Queensland Academy for 

Health Sciences 
▪ Ormeau State School 
▪ Silkwood School 
▪ Currumbin Community 

Special School 
▪ Springbrook State School 
▪ Coomera State School 
▪ Varsity College 
▪ Norfolk Village State 

School 
▪ Broadbeach State School 
▪ Labrador State School 
▪ St Bernard State School 
▪ Park Lake State School 
▪ Oxenford State School 
▪ Robina State School 
▪ Star of the Sea School 
▪ Palm Beach-Currumbin 

State High School 
▪ The BUSY School - 

Coolangatta Campus 
▪ Numinbah Valley State 

School 
▪ Benowa State School 
▪ Miami State High School 
▪ Worongary State School 

▪ Lutheran Ormeau Rivers 
District School 

▪ Burleigh Heads State 
School 

▪ Tamborine Mountain State 
High School 

▪ Pimpama State Primary 
College 

▪ Aquinas College 
▪ Pimpama State School 
▪ Surfers Paradise State 

School 
▪ St Kevin's School 
▪ The Village School Gold 

Coast 
▪ St Augustine's Parish 

Primary School 
▪ Highland Reserve State 

School 
▪ Guardian Angels' Catholic 

Primary School 
▪ Currumbin Valley State 

School 
▪ Coombabah State High 

School 
▪ Nerang State School 
▪ Jubilee Primary School 
▪ Pacific Pines State School 
▪ Marymount Primary 

School 
▪ Gaven State School 
▪ Elanora State High School 
▪ Picnic Creek State School 
▪ Gilston State School 
▪ Coomera Rivers State 

School 
▪ Merrimac State School 
▪ Coolangatta State School 
▪ Caningeraba State School 
▪ Tallebudgera State School 
▪ Upper Coomera State 

College 

▪ Livingstone Christian 
College 

▪ Men of Business Academy 
▪ Saint Stephen's College 
▪ King's Christian College 
▪ All Saints Anglican School 
▪ Hillcrest Christian College 
▪ St Hilda's School 
▪ Australian International 

Islamic College - Carrara 
Campus 

▪ St Andrews Lutheran 
College 

▪ A B Paterson College 
▪ Toogoolawa School 
▪ Trinity Lutheran College 
▪ Beechmont State School 
▪ Southport Flexible Learning 

Centre 
▪ Assisi Catholic College 
▪ Josiah College 
▪ The Southport School 
▪ William Duncan State School 
▪ Emmanuel College 
▪ Australian Industry Trade 

College 
▪ Coomera Anglican College 
▪ Southport Special School 
▪ Marymount College 
▪ Gold Coast Christian College 
▪ St Michael's College 
▪ Somerset College 
▪ St Francis Xavier School 
▪ Tamborine Mountain 

College 
▪ Coomera State Special 

School 
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The crossroads: government vs. non-government 

schools 
A striking disparity emerges between 

government and non-government schools 

in their approach to gender equity, with the 

former significantly outperforming the 

latter in the assessed measures. 

Government schools scored an average of 

9.83 points out of the 20 criteria assessed 

whilst nongovernment schools achieved 

an average of 2. This suggests that the 

influence of governance structures and 

public policy could be playing a pivotal 

role in advancing gender equity in public 

education. 

In fact, 62% of the non-government 

schools assessed were classified into the 

resistors group, and 81% fall either into 

the resistors or laggards’ groups; the two 

with the lowest performance. Conversely, 

in government schools, only 8% are in the 

resistors group, and more than half are in 

the highest two groups. 

The study outlines a narrative where 

public institutions seem to have a strong 

performance on the mental health, 

activities and uniform dimensions, by 

offering broader access to activities, 

gender neutral uniform options, hair 

policies that apply equally to all genders, 

implementation of respectful relationship 

programs, and use of nonbinary gender 

references on the school material. 

Meanwhile, private schools appear to 

adhere to a more traditional, perhaps 

outdated, script, scoring poorly in every 

category assessed by this study, but 

specially in the criteria regarding uniform 

and appearance. 

  

37%

7%

14%

12%

41%

19%

8%

62%

Gov Non-gov

Figure 2. Government and non-government 
schools’ segmentation

Leaders Followers Laggards Resistors

Activities

Inclusivity

Mental HealthOperations

Uniform and
appearance

Figure 3. Government and non-government 
schools performance breakdown

Gov Non-gov
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Faith and flexibility: religious affiliation's role in 

gender policies 
When breaking down the performance of 

schools based on their religious affiliation, 

non-denominational schools predictably 

emerged as the frontrunners in gender 

equity. However, the unexpected 

revelation came from catholic schools, 

which secured the second-best position, 

with scores closely trailing those of non-

denominational schools. Mother Teresa 

Primary School, St Brigid’s Catholic 

Primary School, and St Vincent Primary 

School earned spots in the 'leaders' 

cluster, while St Joseph’s College and Star 

of the Sea School landed in the 'followers' 

group. This notable achievement makes 

catholic schools the only ones with a 

religious affiliation to reach these two 

higher clusters alongside non-

denominational schools, challenging the 

long-standing anecdotal stereotype of the 

“strict catholic school”.  

The high overall performance of catholic 

schools is primarily driven by their high 

performance in the mental health and 

activities criteria. Meanwhile, their non-

denominational counterparts excel in the 

same areas but further distinguish 

themselves with their commitment to 

equity and inclusiveness of their uniform 

and appearance policies. 
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Figure 4. Overall average normalised score by 
religious affiliation

Activities

Inclusivity

Mental HealthOperations

Uniform and
appearance

Figure 5. Average performance breakdown by 
religious affiliation

Catholic schools Non-denominational schools
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The age of equity: gender equity by school type 
The analysis comparing primary, 

secondary, and combined schools reveals 

that primary and secondary schools 

exhibited almost identical performance on 

average. However, a stark contrast is seen 

with combined schools, which notably lag 

behind. In fact, 77% of combined schools 

fall into the resistors group. This trend 

becomes more understandable when 

considering that 90% of combined 

schools are non-governmental, which we 

already discovered appear as 

underperforming. 

Examples of combined, non-governmental 

schools classified within the resistors 

group include The Southport School, All 

Saints Anglican School and St Andrews 

Lutheran College. 

Figure 7. Average overall performance and uniform & appearance breakdown by school type 

  
Unlike their counterparts, combined schools often do not offer gender-neutral uniforms and 

exhibit inflexibility in uniforms for both boys and girls, alongside maintaining gendered hair 

policies. This dimension, more than any other, underscores the significant gap in gender equity 

practices between combined schools and their primary and secondary school peers. 

  

Activities

Inclusivity

Mental
Health

Operations

Uniform and
appearance

Combined Secondary Primary

 Does the school
have a hair policy

that applies equally
to all genders?

 Does the school's
hair policy allow
reference to all

genders

 Does the school's
uniform policy

allow for gender-
neutral options?

 Does the school's
uniform policy

allow girls to wear
pants/shorts?

 Does the school's
uniform policy

allow boys to wear
kilts/skirts?

 Is the sports
uniforms same for

all genders?

 Do the uniform
policies reference

all genders

Combined Secondary Primary

0.72 0.71

0.12

Secondary Primary Combined

Figure 6. Average normalised score by school 
type
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The singular challenge: single-sex schools 
Among the schools we examined, only 

four schools are single-sex institutions: 

Men of Business Academy, St Hilda’s 

School, The Southport School and 

Toogoolawa School. It comes as no 

surprise that the overall performance of 

this group was markedly low, with all four 

schools being classified into the resistors 

cluster. 

This finding highlights the inherent 

challenges that single-sex schools 

encounter in promoting an inclusive and 

equitable learning environment. We 

observe that areas like uniform and 

appearance, activities, and inclusivity 

score extremely low among this group 

because offering ungendered options 

presents a real challenge and can even 

seem counterintuitive. 

Despite perceived limitations in enabling 

gender equity, these institutions possess 

the unique capability to enhance their 

educational focus on respectful 

relationships, gender, and consent. Such 

initiatives could serve as critical steps 

towards improving their inclusivity and, 

subsequently, their overall contribution to 

fostering gender equity. 

  

0.65

0.20

3x

Co-ed Single sex

Figure 8. Average performance of co-ed school’s 
vs single sex

Activities

Inclusivity

Mental HealthOperations

Uniform and
appearance

Figure 9. Average performance breakdown of 
single sex schools
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Triumphs and trials 

Reasons for optimism 
The study highlights admirable achievements across schools, offering hope for further 

progress. A standout success is seen in the inclusivity dimension, where it was found that 90% 

of schools actively promote parental involvement without gender references, seemingly 

encouraging both mothers and fathers to participate in the school community. Also, 80% of 

schools mention respectful relationships in their school material. However, it is important to 

note that government schools are mandated to implement respectful relationship programs, 

rendering this finding somewhat expected rather than exceptional. Additionally, in the domain of 

the uniform and appearance, an encouraging 83% of schools have adopted a single sports 

uniform policy, simplifying dress codes in a way that can support gender equity. 

More work to be done 
Despite these positive strides, the results also revealed significant areas needing improvement. 

Only 42% of the assessed schools boast leadership teams that reflect gender balance and 

merely 31% include concepts of equity, equality or inclusion in their school’s mission or value 

statements. This indicates a need for a more concerted effort to embed gender equity into the 

very fabric of school governance, strategy and ethos. 

In terms of inclusivity, the adoption of language that acknowledges nonbinary and transgender 

students on school's website, newsletters, or materials, is disappointingly low, observed in only 

13% of schools. Furthermore, only 24% of schools explicitly recognised or celebrate diversity, 

equity, and inclusion days, such as Wear It Purple Day, suggesting that the celebration of 

diversity is not yet a widespread practice across educational institutions. 

These findings underline the dual nature of the journey toward gender equity in schools: while 

there are clear achievements to celebrate, considerable work remains. Bridging these gaps 

requires a holistic approach, incorporating policy changes, educational reforms, and a shift in 

cultural attitudes, to ensure that every student feels valued, respected, and represented. 
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Conclusion: the educational odyssey 
This comprehensive examination of Gold Coast schools’ websites and online materials serves 

as both a mirror and a map: reflecting our current stance on gender equity and charting the 

course for future endeavours. 

The leaders’ group, composed of 21 schools, showcased the most progressive and inclusive 

websites and policies in terms of gender equity, with a particular strength on the uniform and 

appearance area. Schools in this cluster include Helensvale State High School, Currumbin State 

School, Tamborine Mountain State School, among others. 

Conversely, the lowest band, composed of 30 schools, was found to be far from representing 

gender-equal practices. Remarkably, schools that are typically considered top tier, such as 

Emmanuel College, All Saints Anglican School, Coomera Anglican College, among others, were 

found to be among the resistors. 

Key findings reveal an impressive majority of schools promoting equal parental involvement and 

adopting single sports uniform policies, whereas, at the same time, less than half of the schools 

demonstrate gender-balanced leadership teams or included equity or equality in their mission 

statements, there was minimal use of inclusive language and a systematic lack of celebration of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion events. 

The contrast between government and non-government schools, as well as the distinct 

challenges faced by single-sex and combined schools, highlight the influence of governance 

structures, funding mechanisms, and educational models on gender equity outcomes. Catholic 

schools, surprisingly outperforming other religiously affiliated institutions, challenge 

preconceived notions and suggest that perhaps faith-based education can indeed align with 

progressive gender equity practices. 

In conclusion, while the landscape of gender equity in education is marked by notable 

achievements, the path forward requires sustained effort, innovative policies, and a 

commitment to inclusivity from all stakeholders. Schools must continue to evolve, ensuring that 

every student, regardless of gender, can thrive in a supportive, respectful, and equitable learning 

environment. The findings from this study not only serve as a benchmark for current practices 

but also as a guide for future endeavours, inspiring continued progress towards the ultimate 

goal of true gender equity in education. 
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Author’s note 
This report represents our commitment to making a positive social impact by investigating the 

fundamental causes of inequity and discriminative biases. 

We recognise that gender inequity is a significant factor contributing to domestic violence and 

gender-based violence. In recent years, significant efforts have been made towards gender 

equity in the workplace, but more action is needed to address gender inequity, biases, and 

stereotypes in the early childhood and schooling years. 

Research suggests that a “stop it at the start” approach has a significant chance of improving 

outcomes by changing the conditions in schools where sexist attitudes can emerge, be 

reinforced, and take hold. This approach aims to shift societal norms and stereotypes that cast 

long shadows, ensuring that schools are gateways to opportunity and understanding for all 

students, regardless of gender. 

This study represents a first of its kind in exploring how schools' gender equity aims are 

represented through their websites and published online materials. Websites serve as a window 

into the offerings of schools, providing a glimpse of highlights. If this 'best foot forward' does 

not clearly and confidently communicate a stance on gender equity and gender diversity, then it 

opens the door for more questions to be asked. It also provides a snapshot to draw upon as we 

consider opportunities for more in-depth analysis. 

For this study, we have specifically chosen to focus on schools in the Gold Coast, Queensland 

as a pilot sample population, as we aim to serve our local community. We hope that this report 

helps the community by informing and highlighting a potentially systemic issue. 
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About Barcley Consulting Services 
At Barcley, we specialise in helping organisations harness the power of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI) to maximise performance. Through our proprietary tools, we precisely measure 

inclusion and equity, offering insights into diverse experiences across employee groups. 

Drawing on our extensive research, we inspire commitment by aligning leaders with the 

organisation’s unique business case for diversity. 

We facilitate action at all levels, empowering individuals to contribute meaningfully and creating 

a workplace culture where every voice is heard and valued. 

What we do 

Build the baseline and set strategy 
We conduct a thorough diagnostic to assess the current state of diversity, equity, and inclusion 

(DEI). Using data-driven insights, we help clients establish specific, bold, and achievable DEI 

goals. Then, we work collaboratively to prioritise a roadmap for actionable steps toward 

realising these aspirations. 

Support transformational change 
We deliver multi-phase DEI programs featuring a tailored portfolio of initiatives for sustainable 

improvements. Our approach includes actively managing implementation and tracking progress 

to ensure impactful outcomes. 

Develop capabilities and shift behaviour 
We design and lead DEI programs aimed at building capabilities at every level of the 

organisation. Our programs empower individuals to apply new skills and adopt inclusive 

behaviours, fostering a culture where diversity, equity, and inclusion thrive. We tailor our 

approach to suit our clients’ needs and goals, working effectively with a variety of stakeholder 

groups including: 

▪ School leadership teams 

▪ School boards 

▪ Teachers 

▪ Parents & carers 

▪ Students 

Barcley works with education institutions to baseline their existing levels of equity and design 

comprehensive improvement programs across both hard elements like systems and processes 

as well as softer, cultural and change considerations. We support our clients to build compelling 

economic, social and academic cases around the justifications for change. 

 Contact information 

 info@barcley.com.au 

 (07) 5571 4999 

 
Suite 1102, Level 1 Southport Central Tower 1 
56 Scarborough Street, Southport, Qld 4215 


