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Leadership and school autonomy
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	Key points

	· Strengthening school‑level leadership could raise student outcomes by enhancing quality teaching, enabling better management of resources, and improving the responsiveness of schools to the needs of students and the local community.
· Measures to enhance school leadership include:

· investment in soundly based training and professional development for current and prospective leaders

· robust protocols for evaluating school leaders’ performance, drawing on external oversight by relevant education authorities and school boards and councils
· improving management capacity by strengthening the role of non‑teaching administrative staff.
· The centralised control of schools can limit the scope for principals and other school leaders to exercise leadership. The significance of this constraint currently varies between sectors and jurisdictions.
· Non-government schools (particularly independent schools) have traditionally enjoyed greater autonomy than most government schools.

· Among government schools, Victoria’s typically enjoy the most autonomy, although Western Australia is progressively implementing an Independent Public Schools program. New South Wales, which currently has the most centralised system, has foreshadowed moves to greater autonomy.
· The Australian Government has announced a new initiative — Empowering Local Schools — to encourage greater school autonomy in all jurisdictions and sectors.

· Greater school autonomy should improve student outcomes, provided:

· schools have the necessary leadership skills
· school‑level governance arrangements ensure accountability for student outcomes, with appropriate oversight from education authorities
· there is adequate support and guidance from central agencies on matters such as training, teacher standards, and curriculum.

	

	


Principals and other school leaders have a significant impact on the overall ethos of their school community, the quality of education provided and, in turn, the performance of students. As such, efforts to improve school leadership can be intrinsically beneficial.
The importance of school leaders is heightened where a greater range of responsibilities are exercised at the school level. This is the case for independent schools and some government and Catholic systemic schools (section 8.3). Given a trend towards the self‑management of schools, consideration should be given to what powers can sensibly be devolved. The focus of such consideration should be the capacity of school leaders (and their schools) to assume additional responsibilities.
In short, the scope for school leaders to influence outcomes will be relatively low if they have few leadership responsibilities to exercise. And just as significantly, without the right leadership skills in place, the potential benefits of school autonomy are considerably less likely to be realised.
8.1
The roles, skills and knowledge of school leaders
The term ‘school leadership’ encompasses the roles of principals, assistant principals and other executive‑level staff members. The work of these leaders (and the skills and knowledge that they require) can vary considerably, depending on the degree of decision making that is devolved to them, which itself will depend on the jurisdiction and sector (government, Catholic or independent) in which they operate (section 8.3). The Australian Primary Principals Association suggested that principals require:
· skills to ‘engage with stakeholders — school governing body and parents, teachers and administrative staff, system administrators and jurisdictions, and, most importantly, students’ 
· ‘a practical knowledge of governance structures’ — both in terms of the legal framework, and the relationship with external agencies

· ‘well-developed and future-focused decision-making and management skills’ that can ‘lead the community’

· decision-making ability ‘in regard to the school’s finances, physical environment, facilities and staffing levels’

· ‘the insight to build an effective team in line with sound employment practices’ and ‘the capacity to consult and negotiate in a collaborative framework’

· ‘the ability to supervise and mentor staff’, requiring ‘a thorough knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy together with the experience to be actively involved in teacher professional development’ (sub. 41, p. 5).
Empirical literature stresses the importance of school leaders for good educational outcomes. Leithwood et al. (2004) suggested that approximately one quarter of total school effects on student outcomes can be attributed (directly and indirectly) to school leadership. A meta‑analysis by Hattie (2009) found that the most significant impacts of leadership come from its influence on teachers’ professional development and performance appraisal. He also found a significant benefit from leaders’ resourcing decisions and organisational goal setting.
Professional standards
A desire to reinforce school leadership quality has motivated the development of a National Professional Standard for Principals by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) (box 8.1). The standard, which has been endorsed by all states and territories, provides high level guidance on ‘what principals are expected to know, understand and do to achieve their work’ (AITSL, sub. 39, p. 11).

The standard is unlikely on its own to underwrite the quality of school leaders. But it might provide a consistent benchmark across the sector, and be used as a foundation for devising programs to enhance school leadership. AITSL (sub. 39) stressed the potential use of the standard in improving professional development opportunities for current and aspiring school leaders. Additionally, the standard could be one factor feeding into performance appraisal regimes for school leaders (although an evaluation report for an early pilot study of the standard indicates that this is not its intended purpose — see Dinham 2011b).
Engagement with the profession

The extent to which the standard generates benefits will depend on its application. As AITSL acknowledged, this will in part be driven by how it is accepted by education authorities, school boards and councils, and principals themselves.

One relevant issue is whether principals feel they have been sufficiently involved in the framing of the standard. AITSL noted that the standard was ‘developed through active consultation and tested by the profession’ (sub. 39, p. 10). But Principals Australia (sub. 37) reported that only 25 per cent of respondents to a survey of its membership believed that there had been appropriate engagement in relation to the standard’s development.

Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Box 8.1
National Professional Standard for Principals

	The National Professional Standard for Principals was agreed to by the (then) Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs in July 2011. As with the National Professional Standards for Teachers (chapter 5), the standard for principals is in an embryonic phase, with implementation plans still being developed. Notably, and in contrast to the standards for teachers, there is no separate registration process for school leaders to which the National Professional Standard for Principals could be linked.
At the broad level though, the standard appears to encapsulate some common‑sense notions. These are covered in three ‘leadership requirements’, which are given effect by five ‘key professional practices’.

Leadership requirements

· Vision and values: Principals provide educational, professional and moral guidance, which are in turn imbued in the ethos of the schools they lead.

· Knowledge and understanding: Principals should be aware of relevant and contemporary education sector research, as well as applicable laws and policies, and know how these should be applied in the school environment.

· Personal qualities and interpersonal skills: Principals must work with others, adapting to different situations as necessary. They should resolve problems, build trust and provide a positive learning atmosphere for staff and students.

Professional practices

· Leading teaching and learning: Principals must promote effective teaching methods, and implement a curriculum that meets students’ needs. Underpinning this is quality assessment of student learning and teacher performance.

· Developing self and others: Principals should appraise their own skills and take responsibility for their own professional development. They should encourage the professional development of their staff, and identify and guide the development of prospective school leaders.

· Leading improvement, innovation and change: Principals are integral to driving change within their schools. They should base proposed improvements within their schools on evidence, and ensure effective monitoring and evaluation of innovations.

· Leading the management of the school: Principals should ensure that available resources are deployed efficiently within their schools. Accountability is to be achieved through collaboration with school boards, parent groups and others.

· Engaging and working with the community: Principals will embrace diversity within their school communities, creating a tolerant, inclusive environment that accounts for the holistic (that is, not purely educational) needs of their students. 

	Source: AITSL (2011a).

	

	


Principals Australia (now the Principals Australia Institute (PAI)) further contended that a key problem associated with the standard is the use of AITSL — an Australian Government owned entity, rather than an industry body — to promulgate it. Instead, it suggested a ‘profession‑owned approach’ (sub. 37, p. 4), whereby AITSL could partner with PAI to engage directly with school leaders:
We are not advocating wholesale change in direction; rather supporting the process in train by the profession itself taking the lead in refining and promulgating the new national standard, monitoring and evaluating its impact on practice and reporting to AITSL on its effectiveness. (PAI, sub. DR91, p. 1)

There is a strong case for principals to be actively involved in the development and implementation of standards for their profession. (Indeed, given that the National Professional Standard for Principals is the first of its kind in Australia, such participation is all the more important.) And to the extent that principals feel that they have not been engaged in the process, there would be benefit in AITSL seeking opportunities for strengthening the level of professional input. 
Nevertheless, although PAI did not consider that its proposals represented a ‘wholesale change’, restructuring the role and responsibilities of AITSL along the lines outlined by PAI would represent a fundamental modification. Given the relatively recent introduction of the National Professional Standard for Principals, it would be precipitate to make such changes now. Rather, sufficient time should be allowed for the standard to be bedded down and then properly reviewed. This would be consistent with the review processes already required for the National Professional Standards for Teachers and the initial teacher education course accreditation process (chapter 5). Should material concerns about the standard and its implementation become apparent during such a review, then further consideration would be warranted about options for restructuring. The issues could, if required, be dealt with in a broader review of AITSL itself (chapter 10).
8.2
Underpinning leadership quality

Training and professional development

Leadership quality depends highly on the vision, knowledge and skills of those in leadership positions. In part, this will be driven by innate abilities, which are refined over time through learning and practice. Indeed, the diverse paths for school leaders’ career progression provide considerable opportunities for ‘on‑the‑job’ learning.

While teaching background and classroom experience are highly relevant for developing school leaders, they need to be supplemented by specialised training and professional development opportunities. The schools sector appears to have a number of processes for developing the knowledge and skills of school leaders, as well as for identifying and nurturing prospective leaders.

· In the case of government schools, state and territory education departments have developed a range of training and development programs to foster school leadership. In support of these, some jurisdictions have established specialist bodies, either on their own (such as Victoria’s Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership) or jointly with training providers (for example, the Northern Territory’s Centre for School Leadership, Learning and Development at Charles Darwin University).

· Catholic education authorities also run programs for current and aspiring leaders in their own systems. For example, the Catholic Education Office of Melbourne has a leadership standards ‘framework’, which guides aspiring teachers through leadership and principal ranks (and eventually into mentoring roles). It will also open a Catholic Leadership Centre in the second half of 2012 (Catholic Education Commission of Victoria, sub. 13).
· State and territory associations of independent schools provide a range of support services to their members in relation to professional development — including, in at least New South Wales and Queensland, dedicated leadership centres (Independent Schools Council of Australia, sub. 18).

· PAI has partnered with Flinders University to provide a suite of programs focused on skills development for leaders of rural, regional and remote schools, ranging from short courses to full postgraduate studies (Flinders University — School of Education, sub. DR53; PAI, sub. DR91).

· Between 2006 and 2011, AITSL offered a professional development program, ‘Leading Australia’s Schools’. The program, which was managed in conjunction with the Hay Group and the University of Melbourne, provided support and training to groups of principals drawn from all sectors.

As with professional development opportunities for the wider schools workforce, there is a mixed scorecard across jurisdictions and sectors. Australia’s education authorities tend to focus on pre‑service and in‑service training opportunities for school leaders, but there are also alternative approaches overseas that might provide lessons for Australian policymakers and schools (box 8.2).
Mentors and fellow principals, as well as senior managers and liaison officers in education authorities, all help to enhance ‘on‑the‑job’ training and skills
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	Box 8.2
Professional development of principals in other countries

	Other countries adopt a mix of approaches to professional development for new and experienced principals, including both pre‑ and in‑service training, as well as formal induction processes for new appointments (see table). There is significant diversity in professional development opportunities across countries, with programs ranging from short courses to postgraduate qualifications, and the content of courses depending on (among other things) the level of autonomy within school systems.

	International school leadership development approachesa
Training type

Australia

Austria
Belgium 

Chile

Denmark

England

Finland

France

Hungary

Ireland

Israel

Japan

Netherlands

New Zealand

Norway

Nth Ireland

Portugal

Scotland

Singapore

Slovenia

South Korea
Spain
Sweden

Pre-service
■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■
■

Induction
■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

In-service
■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■
a Government schools only.
Source: OECD (2012b).

	Specific examples from overseas

· Teachers in Finland are required to obtain a master’s degree in order to teach. However, professional development programs for principals are far more variable, with training requirements (if any) set at the municipal level. Various universities have established postgraduate courses in educational leadership, though there are no national standards to govern these.

· In England, new school leaders can obtain a National Professional Qualification for Headship. (Prior to reforms in 2012, the program was mandatory.) The qualification is granted after completion of a 6 to 18 month program, which includes attendance at conferences and seminars, one‑to‑one interaction with a mentor, peer learning opportunities and practicum (Department for Education 2011; NCSL 2011).
· Education policy varies between jurisdictions within the United States, but most states require principals to be licensed. These licenses are generally granted on the basis of completing specific school leadership courses, set against professional standards (which, while cross-jurisdictional, are interpreted and implemented by the states according to their needs).
· In New Zealand, which has a highly devolved school system, professional development for school leaders tends to be organised at the school level. The central government provides some overarching assistance — including by funding an 18-month induction program for principals — but does not mandate any courses.

	Sources: Ingvarson et al. (2006); Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008).

	

	


development. The support provided by professional networks of school leaders may be further strengthened by ‘Palnet’, an online resource led by PAI and funded by the Australian Government. Palnet, which was launched in October 2011 and has been actively promoted since February 2012, allows current and prospective school leaders to access and share resources to support their professional development (PAI, sub. DR91; Palnet 2011).

Another online resource of recent origin is the School Leadership Development Strategies Clearinghouse, established by AITSL as an online gateway for disseminating research on professional development for leaders. The clearinghouse also offers details on training programs, and includes opportunities for school leaders to interact directly with one another through the website.

Both Palnet and the clearinghouse are still relatively new, and their impacts are difficult to assess. In particular, it is not clear how widely known or used such resources are within the profession. At this stage, it would be premature to reach any conclusions about their efficacy. However, one potential weakness (relevant to both websites) may be the absence of any formal mechanism to independently assess the quality of the research and other material that is shared.
In response to this particular concern, PAI (sub. DR91) emphasised that Palnet provides scope for school leaders to collaboratively identify ‘what works’. Undoubtedly, contact between school leaders is a valuable part of the evaluation process. But evaluation will be even more valuable where researchers and analysts can offer a critical perspective on different ideas, practical examples and research. The importance of effective evaluation protocols is discussed further in chapter 10.
Further scope for improvement?
There is no reliable measure currently available for objectively determining the effectiveness of different training and professional development programs for school leaders. But subjective measures — in terms of self‑reporting by participants in such programs — do exist.
The Staff in Australia’s Schools survey for 2010 (McKenzie et al. 2011) indicated that approximately 90 per cent of employed school leaders (defined for survey purposes as principals, deputy principals or equivalent) undertook some form of training for their role early in their leadership career. All forms of training (including specific development programs, induction, mentoring and postgraduate studies) were labelled as ‘helpful’ or ‘very helpful’ by at least 66 per cent of primary and secondary leaders. At least 80 per cent of leaders who took part in employer‑organised leadership development programs regarded the experience as ‘helpful’ or ‘very helpful’. Such programs were also the most common form of leadership training, with 55 per cent of all leaders participating. Regional or district programs with other leaders, along with structured mentoring by experienced colleagues, were similarly endorsed by respondents, although these generally had lower participation rates (30 to 40 per cent).
Despite generally high satisfaction with the available training opportunities, McKenzie et al. (2011) found that only 39 per cent of surveyed primary leaders and 46 per cent of secondary leaders considered that they had been ‘well prepared’ or ‘very well prepared’ for their first leadership position (most likely as a deputy principal). It is unclear how much of this self‑perceived lack of preparedness can be attributed to training specifically. Arguably, any new job that involves a substantial escalation of responsibilities may seem initially daunting. In these contexts, training (while very important in its own right) cannot substitute for on‑the‑job experience, especially where the latter is supported by high quality induction and mentoring.
Reinforcing this point, leaders’ confidence in their own abilities appears to grow as they become more established in their roles. At least two‑thirds of surveyed principals and deputy principals assessed themselves as ‘well prepared’ or ‘very well prepared’ for the majority of the job functions in their current leadership position (table 8.1). Respondents generally felt ‘poorly prepared’ in dealing with such aspects as stress management, school finances and dealing with the media. As more jurisdictions seek to devolve greater decision‑making responsibilities to the school level, these are areas where the demand for training will likely increase and where different approaches to leadership may be beneficial (see below).
The Principal Health and Wellbeing Survey (Riley 2012) also offers insight into school leaders’ confidence. On a seven‑point scale (with seven expressing the highest level of confidence), over 70 per cent of surveyed principals rated their ability to work with parents and solve problems at either six or seven. At the opposite end of the spectrum, only 35 per cent of principals rated their capacity in dealing with stress and pressure and ‘managing myself and my time’ at six or seven (although this increases to over 60 per cent for both categories when ratings at level five are also included). There was generally a high level of confidence in handling responsibilities associated with autonomy, including the management of teaching staff and non‑teaching staff (for which, respectively, 68 per cent and 65 per cent of respondents rated their confidence at levels six or seven). There was slightly lower reported confidence for another aspect of autonomy — managing school budgets — for which 53 per cent of school principals rated their confidence at levels six or  seven (although 77 per cent when ratings at level five are included). Overall, two thirds of surveyed principals considered that their leadership education had helped them to cope with the demands of their job.
Table 8.1
School leaders’ perceptions of preparednessa, 2010
	
	Primary
	
	Secondary

	‘How well prepared do you currently feel in the following aspects of the school leadership role?’
	Very/well prepared
	Poorly prepared
	
	Very/well prepared
	Poorly prepared

	
	%
	%
	
	%
	%

	Relationships with families, school community 
	92.7 
	0.0 
	
	91.5 
	0.1 

	Student welfare and pastoral care 
	92.2 
	0.4 
	
	92.7 
	0.3 

	School curriculum and assessment 
	87.4 
	0.3 
	
	85.4 
	0.6 

	Managing human resources 
	80.6 
	0.3 
	
	79.5 
	1.1 

	School goal-setting and development 
	82.2 
	1.2 
	
	82.8 
	2.1 

	Managing physical resources 
	78.2 
	2.0 
	
	66.9 
	4.8 

	Assessing teacher performance 
	77.4 
	2.2 
	
	75.4 
	1.8 

	Conflict resolution 
	76.0 
	1.8 
	
	76.0 
	1.7 

	Change management 
	76.0 
	2.0 
	
	75.3 
	1.3 

	Time management 
	73.9 
	2.0 
	
	73.2 
	3.3 

	School accountability requirements 
	68.6 
	3.3 
	
	66.6 
	5.2 

	Stress management 
	57.5 
	9.7 
	
	54.7 
	7.8 

	Managing school budgets and finances 
	57.3 
	9.7 
	
	48.3 
	15.4 

	Managing external communications (media) 
	36.1 
	18.2 
	
	39.4 
	19.1 


a ‘Somewhat prepared’ responses are omitted. Hence, the values presented do not add up to 100 per cent.

Source: McKenzie et al. (2011).
Separately, a survey conducted by Principals Australia (2011) found that 68 per cent of all school principals surveyed (and 58 per cent of government school principals) felt they were ‘well prepared’ or ‘very well prepared’ to handle the additional responsibilities associated with autonomy. The same survey also revealed that principals were most likely to participate in professional development in relation to implementing the national curriculum, with high interest also recorded for programs relating to technology and performance management. However, 16 per cent of respondents were not expecting to undertake any professional development over the next two years, with time constraints and cost cited as key reasons. 

Course accreditation
Aside from the individual aspects of what leadership development programs could and should cover, some participants focused on overarching changes to the institutional structure for training school leaders.
· The Australian Primary Principals Association (sub. 41) supported a system of ‘authentic profession‑led accreditation’ for professional development programs.
· Similarly, PAI (sub. DR91) sought a formal mechanism to recognise school leaders’ participation in professional development courses in order to meet the National Professional Standard for Principals.

PAI pointed to particular initiatives with which it had been associated, including Palnet (discussed above) and the L5 Leadership Framework (which provides structured modules for professional development). However, it emphasised that it was not proposing a mandatory qualification for principals.
PAI is not advocating that all principals be required to immediately meet a standard, but that accreditation should be available to distinguish principals who have attained excellence ie they have demonstrated they have achieved the [National Professional Standard for Principals]. It will become the benchmark that distinguishes principals from teachers who achieve other school leadership positions. (sub. DR91, p. 2)
This is broadly consistent with reforms to England’s National Professional Qualification for Headship (mentioned in box 8.2), which principals in that jurisdiction were previously required to obtain. As Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008, p. 119) noted, the then mandatory qualification was criticised for not providing ‘enough freedom to develop different types of training’ and failing to recognise the benefits of other qualifications for school leaders, such as master’s degrees. The National Professional Qualification for Headship became optional in 2012, with the UK Government intending for it to become a highly regarded and sought‑after ‘mark of quality’ (Department for Education 2011). 
Under a similar model, PAI may wish to endorse particular courses and recommend them to their members, without any obligation for principals to undertake those particular courses. Such an informal and non‑binding ‘accreditation’ scheme would be unobjectionable. But despite its stated rejection of mandatory qualifications, PAI also appeared inclined towards a stricter application of the National Professional Standard for Principals, stating that:
… without the profession itself leading the next steps in using the standard as the basis for defining entry into the profession and recognizing the achievement of entry into the profession, there will be no significant impact on increasing the numbers of people aspiring to become principals and practice change will be minimal. (sub. DR91, p. 2, emphasis added)
This implies a role for PAI (representing the profession) in determining the courses that candidates for leadership positions would have to complete in order to become principals. Such a formal accreditation approach presents some concerns. Rather than being a mechanism to increase numbers and expand quality, there are risks that accreditation would restrict the pool of prospective candidates and fail to adapt to changing conditions. As the Commission noted in its study into the health workforce, course accreditation in that sector (which for various professions is driven by peak associations) often had a tendency to reinforce traditional professional boundaries, and could be slow to respond to changes in service and patient needs (PC 2005b). There is some international evidence to suggest the same can occur in the context of school leaders. For example, Cheney and Davis (2011) found that certified higher education programs for principals in the US were often outdated and insufficient, leaving principals unprepared.
The diversity of school leadership roles can also exacerbate the risks of slow responsiveness in the accreditation system. Unlike for more homogeneous professions, the mix of training and development needs will vary between school leaders, making across‑the‑board solutions ill‑suited. A further consideration is that the National Professional Standard for Principals is relatively new and has yet to be fully evaluated in practice. Linking accreditation to a standard that is itself still emerging may have unforeseen pitfalls.
Taking account of these concerns, the Commission considers that formal course accreditation for school leadership programs is unwarranted at this stage. Instead, the emphasis should be on enabling school leaders to pursue professional development opportunities that are relevant to their needs. This requires education authorities to provide appropriate support for such programs — both in terms of direct financial contributions to the costs of such programs, as well as by ensuring sufficient staffing resources are available to cover for those participating in training opportunities. It also relies on leaders, and their supervisors and mentors, being able to identify the professional development programs that will be of greatest value — a role that PAI can usefully contribute to.
Performance appraisal and development
As discussed in chapter 6, principals must be accountable for the operation of, and reporting on, performance appraisal and development systems for teachers. As is currently the common practice in Australia, it is appropriate that principals have responsibility for ensuring that individual appraisals are undertaken — even where the appraisals themselves are delegated to a senior teacher.
It is similarly commonplace across all school sectors that principals and other leaders should themselves also be subject to regular appraisal. For example, in Victoria, the Guidelines for Principal Class Performance and Development provide a framework for evaluating school performance and leadership effectiveness. The Catholic Education Commission of Victoria has introduced a Performance Management Strategy that explicitly incorporates performance appraisal. And while independent schools, because of their autonomy, handle their own performance management processes, state and territory associations of independent schools can provide advice on how best to structure those processes.
Having a performance appraisal system is necessary, but it is not a sufficient condition for ensuring high quality school leadership. Indeed, unless performance appraisal systems are themselves of high quality (and include effective mechanisms to manage instances of underperformance), they will do little to underpin good student outcomes (see below).

Contract‑based employment

As one institutional mechanism to facilitate performance management, many principals are employed on individual contracts rather than through awards or enterprise agreements. This is particularly the case in the non‑government sector (although some Catholic principals are employed under enterprise agreements). And some government school systems have moved to contract‑based employment — for example, Victoria (box 8.3) and the Northern Territory. However, in most jurisdictions, government school principals remain employed under system‑wide industrial arrangements.
Defined‑period, contract‑based employment for principals offers some advantages.

· Awards and enterprise agreements are not developed chiefly with principals in mind. The negotiation of individual contracts can deliver better targeted, more responsive arrangements.

· The time‑limited nature of contracts, often with built‑in evaluation requirements, serves to focus the attention of both employer and employee on the expected outcomes — including the changing needs of a given school community over time.

· Associated with the above, the explicit specification of the key results a principal is expected to achieve can facilitate effective performance appraisals and management.

· Letting contracts expire is a (notionally) easier option for education departments (as employers) to manage unsatisfactory performance by principals. (Although the principal may still be guaranteed employment within the system in a lower‑ranked position.)

However, contract‑based employment of principals is not without its drawbacks either.

· The additional uncertainty introduced by time‑limited appointments can dissuade some applicants — particularly if the specified time is short.
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	Box 8.3
The Victorian principal contracting model

	Victoria employs principals on (what are typically) five‑year contracts, with the job role of each principal specifically tailored to the needs and expectations of the school community he or she is to lead.

Underpinning this approach is a system of ongoing evaluation. Principals’ contracts can only be renewed once. If a principal wants to stay at a school at the end of his or her second term, the position must be openly advertised — that is, the principal must stand against other applicants to compete for the job. Where a principal’s contract expires without renewal or a new appointment, the standard contract provides for the employee to be retained by the department as an assistant principal or lead teacher.
Roles and responsibilities
While the precise specification of these may vary from contract to contract, a standard set of accountabilities for Victorian school principals includes:
· ensuring delivery of a comprehensive, high quality education program to students
· implementing the school council’s decisions as an executive officer of the council 

· establishing and managing financial systems
· representing the education department in the school and the local community
· contributing to system-wide activities, including policy, planning and development
· effectively managing and integrating the resources available to the school
· consulting with staff, students and the community about school policies, programs and operations
· reporting to the department and school community on school achievements
· complying with regulatory, legislative and departmental requirements.

	Source: DEECD (2010b).

	

	


· Related to this, greater uncertainty in employment conditions may be expected to lead to principals demanding higher pay as compensation. For governments facing competing demands on public funds (including other aspects of education resourcing), this is a tradeoff that requires careful consideration.

· The process of renewal and reapplication can be time consuming. In cases where principals are widely agreed to be performing well, forcing them to reapply for their jobs can divert resources away from more productive uses.

· Succession planning within schools may be undermined if there is uncertainty about whether an existing principal will be reappointed to a post or replaced by a new candidate.
In fact, contracts are not of themselves an intrinsically good (or bad) approach to hiring principals. They are simply a tool available to employers that may be appropriate in some contexts, but not in others. For instance, impediments to identifying and addressing underperformance within a system or school’s prevailing award or enterprise agreement might provide impetus for contract‑based employment. But — as with the schools workforce more widely — if rigidities in the industrial relations regime could be directly addressed (chapter 11), then some of the benefits of contracts would fall away.
Moreover, the success of any contract system will depend on sound implementation. For example, if application processes for principal positions lack rigour, or if renewal is seen as an automatic process, then contracts will do little to assure leadership quality. Again, the central factor is how effectively performance is evaluated, with the onus being on employers to communicate their expectations of school leaders, and to monitor and transparently assess these. 
Hence, in the Commission’s view, the primary focus of policy should be to address the underlying factors that lead to the use, and enhance the benefits, of contracts. Crucially, these factors are just as relevant to promoting good outcomes from the tenured workforce as those in contract‑based employment.

Administrative and managerial expertise

Many participants stressed the importance of the ‘educational leadership’ function of principals (for example, AITSL, sub. 39; Australian Education Union, sub. 28; Catholic Education Office — Diocese of Toowoomba, sub. 11; Department of Education and Children’s Services — South Australia, sub. 35; Department of Education — Tasmania, sub. 33; Principals Australia, sub. 37; Queensland Catholic Education Commission, sub. 20). But some were less supportive of the managerial role many principals now assume. For example, Deakin University’s School of Education cautioned that:
… too much effort, time and energy has been spent on management work rather than pedagogical work in schools as the job of the principal in self‑managing schools has expanded. (sub. 24, p. 29)
These managerial functions might pose some challenges for the recruitment of principals. A Victorian Government report stressed the tension between ‘the type of person who is generally available for appointment to principal positions and the demands of the job’ (DET Victoria 2004, p. 22), with teachers entering the profession due to an interest in helping children to learn, but having to assume a management role as they became principals. 

On the other hand, some candidates will be attracted to school leadership by the challenges involved in management roles. Many principals surveyed by Educational Transformations (2007, p. 101) welcomed the opportunity to shape their schools to meet community needs and suggested that greater decision‑making scope provided — among other things — ‘freedom to take risks’. 
The net effect of these factors is unclear: some teachers might be dissuaded from applying for leadership roles because of the additional responsibilities, while other candidates enter the field specifically because they are attracted by those responsibilities. As such, the changing demands on principals are not a problem per se. The concern instead is whether applicants have the necessary managerial skills to perform the additional duties expected of them.
In part, the development of such skills requires good training to be available to principals (as discussed above). Concerns about principals’ managerial capabilities might also be addressed through more effective use of administrative staff in schools. The contributions of bursars and accounting specialists are integral to schools with responsibilities for their own finances. In fact, recognising the importance of such roles, the Community Public Sector Union/Civil Service Association of Western Australia suggested that senior school administrative staff be ‘recognised as an integral part of the leadership team in schools’ (sub. 16, p. 5). The WA Department of Education also observed that many of its schools had expressed interest in appointing senior support staff to non‑teaching managerial positions in areas such as ‘finance, communications, public relations and human resource management’ (sub. DR90, p. 9)
As with the broader schools workforce (chapter 7), the different demands placed on school leaders may merit greater specialisation in their roles. This has, in part, already been realised through the diversification of school leadership roles to target specific subjects, year levels, school programs and student needs. But recognising the challenges associated with administration and management, further gains may be achieved through specialisation of leadership functions, and by looking beyond qualified teachers for some leadership roles.
Non‑teacher appointments to school leadership positions have some precedents overseas. For example, the Netherlands has a specific program for attracting business leaders to become school principals. Sweden also employs some psychologists, military officers and former corporate executives as school leaders — though candidates are required to have ‘pedagogical insight’ (Pont, Nusche and Moorman 2008). Evaluations of these initiatives have been patchy — although at least in the case of the Netherlands, early evaluations pointed to promising outcomes, including an apparent increase in support from school boards for non‑teacher principal appointments (SBO 2005).
Given the identified importance of educational leadership — and related to this, the need for leaders to have the confidence of school workers and communities — it is likely that teachers will remain the best‑suited candidates for principal positions in the vast majority of cases. However, for those occasions where a non‑teaching candidate could make a useful contribution in a school leadership position, the regulatory environment (including industrial agreements and teacher registration requirements) should not unduly impede such appointments.
Irrespective of who is appointed to senior school leadership positions, the proper functioning of schools will rely heavily on the contributions of bursars, finance managers and other clerical staff. High quality principals will invariably require high quality administrative and managerial support.

Finding 8.1
Principals and other school leaders play a pivotal role within their school communities. Measures that have the capacity to augment and enhance school leadership include:

· investment in soundly based training and professional development for school leaders

· effective protocols for evaluating school leaders’ performance, drawing on external oversight by education departments (and Catholic education offices) and school boards and councils

· improving management capacity by strengthening the role of non‑teaching administrative and clerical staff.

8.3
School autonomy

The scope for principals and other school leaders to exercise leadership will tend to be constrained by the degree of centralised control of school-level decision making. This can in turn make schools less responsive to the diversity of student needs and the expectations of their local community.
The extent of school autonomy varies between jurisdictions and sectors. In a 2009 survey for the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), school principals revealed that:

· with respect to allocating resources, the level of school autonomy is greatest in Victoria and the Northern Territory, lowest in New South Wales, and around the ‘middle of the pack’ in most other Australian jurisdictions

· with respect to curricula and assessment, the level of autonomy is much higher in Victoria, followed by Queensland and South Australia, with a lower degree of autonomy in the remaining states and territories
· both of the above types of autonomy are greatest in independent schools, followed by Catholic and then government schools (Thomson et al. 2011).
More recent evidence for government schools comes from studies commissioned for the Review of Funding for Schooling and the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (Deloitte Access Economics 2011; Keating et al. 2011). With respect to school staffing, the studies reported that:

· responsibility for staff appointments lies at the school level in Victoria, except for some leadership positions (box 8.4). In other jurisdictions, staff appointments are typically centralised

· configuration of staffing is undertaken at a central level in New South Wales and the Northern Territory. In Queensland, configuration of teaching staff is a regional responsibility, based on central allocations. In other jurisdictions, responsibility for staff configuration is typically at the school level

· staff payments are typically centralised in all jurisdictions.
Study participants confirmed that non-government schools typically have greater autonomy than in the government sector. The Independent Schools Council of Australia (sub. 18) noted that day-to-day responsibilities for education programs and staffing are delegated to the management team in many independent schools, while longer-term planning and supervision is the responsibility of school boards. 

The extent of autonomy in Catholic schools can vary according to whether they provide primary or secondary education, are in a particular diocese, and whether they are owned by a religious order or a parish or group of parishes (Catholic Education Commission of Victoria, sub. 13). But principals in Catholic schools typically have responsibility for staffing, often within a framework that is moderated at a diocesan or district level (National Catholic Education Commission, sub. 7).
One roundtable participant observed that the types of responsibilities generally referred to by the term ‘autonomy’ have shifted over time — previously schools had far greater control over setting their own curriculum and assessment exercises, but these are now becoming more centrally coordinated. In this regard, non‑government schools may be operating with less autonomy than they once did, just as some government schools are gaining more.
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	Box 8.4
Autonomy in the Victorian government-school system

	Government schools in Victoria tend to have greater autonomy than in other jurisdictions. They are usually governed by school councils that are accountable to the Minister for Education. School councils comprise elected parents (must be more than one-third of members), education department representatives (including the principal and other teachers, no more than one-third of members), and sometimes community members.
The responsibilities of a school council include establishing the broad direction and vision for the school, developing and updating school policies, and overseeing the use of school resources. The school principal is executive officer of the council, meaning that he or she is responsible for providing advice to the council and implementing its decisions. The following table summarises how responsibilities for particular issues are divided between a principal and school council.

Issue

Principal

School council

Finances
Develop and implement a budget to manage the school’s resources, given expected revenue from education department, other government sources, and locally raised funds.
Prepare financial reports.
Assist development of the budget.
Approve the budget.
Monitor revenue and expenditure against the budget and, where needed, take actions to address issues that arise.
Staffing

Hire staff and manage their deployment, subject to school budget and human-resource policies of education department.

Identify excess and underperforming staff. Manage them according to the policies of education department.

Where appropriate, recommend the retrenchment of excess and underperforming staff to the Secretary of education department.

Recommend whom to appoint as principal to the Secretary of education department.

Approve employment of certain staff, such as casual replacement teachers and canteen staff.

Facilities

Arrange the completion of minor works and routine maintenance.

Participate in the development of major capital-works proposals.
Allocate contract for school cleaning. Enter contracts for building and grounds improvements.

The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development sets, and/or provides guidance on, the framework within which schools operate. This includes a school’s state-funded budget (based on characteristics of the student population), the classification structure and associated salary rates for teachers, other human-resource policies (such as for managing underperforming staff), curriculum guidelines, and requirements for managing finances and organising school councils. The Department also assists with the selection of principals and monitors school outcomes. Regional offices of the Department play an important role in advising schools on a wide range of issues, including school management, curriculum and learning, workforce planning, leadership, professional development and student wellbeing. 

	Sources: DEECD (2009b, 2011b, 2011c).

	

	


Current and foreshadowed initiatives to increase school autonomy

Several jurisdictions are in the process of exploring and/or introducing greater autonomy for their government schools. 
· In Western Australia, the state government has been rolling out its Independent Public School program since 2009. This offers greater autonomy to schools that successfully apply for it (box 8.5). The Community and Public Sector Union/Civil Service Association (sub. 16) praised the greater scope that the Independent Public School program gives schools to employ support staff but was concerned that greater autonomy could also add to the workload of such staff. United Voice (sub. DR66) was also critical about the impact on school support staff, and noted that any problems would not be recognised until 2013 at the earliest, when an independent review of the program is scheduled. The WA Government (sub. 45) reported that participating schools had employed finance and human-resource assistants, maintenance support, and administrative assistants to free up teachers and leaders from administrative tasks. It also noted that some schools had hired teachers with specialist skills. According to the WA Government, principals generally rated this staffing flexibility as the greatest benefit of autonomy: 

Having the opportunity to select their own staff through merit processes and establish a workforce with the specific skills to meet the needs of their student cohort cannot be underestimated as a strategy to improve a wide range of social and academic outcomes for students. (sub. DR90, p. 9)

The WA Government further noted that principals of Independent Public Schools reported in a recent survey that their workforces had become more motivated and are taking greater responsibility for student outcomes.

· South Australia is transitioning to a more devolved funding model, with schools being granted greater autonomy over the use of allocated resources (Deloitte Access Economics 2011). The reforms will include ‘appropriate authorities to devolve relevant employment responsibilities to principals, directors and other education leaders’ (SA Department of Education and Children’s Services, sub. 35, p. 8).
· ACT government schools are also moving towards a system of greater autonomy. In 2011, eight schools were granted autonomy, which expanded to 23 schools in 2012. Some 40 other schools in the territory have reportedly also applied to become autonomous (DET ACT 2011; Tucker 2012). 
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	Box 8.5
WA Independent Public School program

	The Independent Public School program gives WA government schools the option to obtain greater autonomy on a range of matters. The program commenced in 2009 and involved 98 schools in 2011. A further 109 schools are due to participate by 2013. There are currently around 800 government schools in Western Australia.

Individual schools, or a cluster of schools, can nominate to participate in the program. There has to be a written nomination from the school principal(s) that is supported by the school council(s). This has to demonstrate the capacity of the school (or cluster of schools) to assume greater responsibility for its own affairs; the level of local support, including staff support; and the potential benefits to students and the broader school community. An independent selection panel recommends schools to the Director General of the WA Department of Education.

Once identified as an Independent Public School, a school determines when, if and how to exercise autonomy on a range of allowable matters (termed ‘flexibilities’). With respect to finances, the school is able to manage its affairs through a one-line budget. This can include authority to manage utilities (electricity, water, gas and waste management) and faults (breakdowns and repairs), determine accounting and financial procedures and practices within broad guidelines, and establish a wider range of reserve accounts (such as salary, and buildings and facilities). Principals are also able to award contracts and dispose of assets valued up to $150 000, and exercise or decline contract extensions and approve price variations of up to $150 000. 

With respect to staffing, a school can select and appoint all staff, determine its staffing profile within the one-line budget, and exempt itself from centrally managed systems for staff transfers and placements.

Regarding buildings and facilities, schools can manage contracts using funds in their one-line budget for property services (such as window cleaning and mowing) and routine maintenance (such as for fire extinguishers and electrical testing). They can also have the authority to submit requests directly to the WA Department of Education for capital works.
All Independent Public Schools must negotiate a Delivery and Performance Agreement, which is signed by the principal, chair of the school board, and Director General of the WA Department of Education. Each agreement identifies the resources the school will receive, the support that will be provided, the programs it will be contracted to deliver, how student achievement will be monitored, and the performance and accountability of the school over the life of the agreement (three to five years).

Each Independent Public School has an independent review in the final year of its Delivery and Performance Agreement, with the report made public. The school also has to produce an annual report and business and strategic plans, which are co-signed by the school council.

	Sources: Department of Education — WA (2011a, 2011b, sub. 45).

	

	


· Although its arrangements have historically been the most centralised, New South Wales trialled school‑level decision making from early 2010 (box 8.6). Based on these trials, the NSW Government announced in March 2012 that it would be devolving greater decision‑making responsibilities to the school level, in particular over school budgets. Principals will also be granted greater control over staffing levels, and will have an ‘increased say in filling vacancies’ (O’Farrell and Piccoli 2012). Full details on this policy are still to be confirmed, subject to further consultation with principals, teachers and school communities. However, some aspects will be introduced from as early as the second school term for 2012, including greater flexibility for principals to make purchases of up to $5000 rather than rely on central procurement processes.
· As with New South Wales, the Queensland Government has also signalled an intention to devolve greater authority to schools. A discussion paper on school autonomy was released in November 2011, as part of a consultation process that concluded in March 2012 (DET Qld 2011). While the Government elected in March 2012 has yet to announce precise plans for school autonomy, the Liberal National Party had in opposition endorsed a model similar to Western Australia’s Independent Public Schools program (Newman 2011).
The more nascent of these state and territory developments are likely to be influenced by an Australian Government effort to encourage government and non‑government schools in all jurisdictions to move further down the autonomy path (box 8.7). The Empowering Local Schools initiative will be gradually phased in, and allow autonomy to be tailored to the circumstances of individual schools.
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	Box 8.6
NSW school autonomy pilot

	New South Wales’ Increased School‑Based Decision-Making Pilot commenced in January 2010, and involved 47 schools. The pilot gave participating schools partial autonomy over recruitment, staffing mix and budget, and was partially funded under the National Partnership Agreement on Improving Teacher Quality (Australian Government 2011b). In some cases, schools that participated in the trial did so as a group, sharing financial and staff resources, including staff-mix variations (NSW Smarter Schools National Partnerships 2010).
The NSW Government released a review of the pilot’s progress up until October 2011 (ARTD Consultants 2011). This was largely based on a survey of principals in participating schools, all of whom reported that the pilot had led to concrete improvements. But the review also concluded that there are significant cultural and organisational challenges to implementing greater school autonomy in New South Wales. These included concerns among the NSW Teachers Federation and some principals, a highly regulated staffing system, complex budget systems, and the likely difficulty of initiating change in a large system.
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	Box 8.7
Empowering Local Schools initiative

	Empowering Local Schools is an initiative of the Australian Government that aims to facilitate greater autonomy for government and non-government schools. As of late April 2012, most state and territory governments had signed a national partnership agreement to give effect to the initiative. Bilateral implementation plans for participating jurisdictions are currently being finalised. In parallel with this national partnership, the Australian Government is negotiating funding agreements and implementation plans with non‑government education authorities in each state and territory.
The Australian Government has committed $63.4 million to fund the first phase of the initiative, involving 1000 schools in the government, Catholic and independent school sectors over 2012 and 2013. Of these, 714 schools are expected to be government schools, while one-third of all participating schools will be in regional areas. Phase one schools will be eligible for grants of $40 000 to $50 000 under the initiative. Phase two of the initiative is expected to be rolled out nationally from July 2015. The total budget for the initiative, including phase one, is $480.5 million over seven years.

Indicative allocation of phase one funding, government schools
NSW

Vic

Qld

SA

WA

Tas

NT

ACT

Total
Schools
no.
229
166
131
61
81
22
16
8
714
Funding
$m
12.6
9.4
7.6
4.0
5.0
2.0
1.7
1.3
43.6
The focus of phase one of the initiative will primarily be on strengthening school‑level decision making in the areas of workforce, governance, funding and infrastructure. Participating schools will receive funding to help them manage the transition to greater autonomy. The specific actions that each school takes will be determined by the school and their education authority through an application process, and will be based on the school’s size and current level of independence. Phase‑one schools will be required to take part in an evaluation study.

	Sources: COAG (2012); DEEWR (2011b, sub. 42); Garrett (2011a); MCEECDYA (2011d).

	

	


Considerations for school autonomy

The shift to greater school autonomy should generally be seen as a positive development to the extent that it removes impediments that can prevent principals and other school leaders exercising leadership. This can potentially lead to improved outcomes, given that school leaders tend to be better informed than central agencies about the circumstances of their schools, such as the specific needs of their students.
Nevertheless, some participants expressed concerns about the general progression towards school autonomy. The Australian Education Union (sub. 28) argued that greater school autonomy does little to improve student outcomes and exacerbates educational disadvantage. Indeed, this would seem likely where autonomy is granted to disadvantaged schools that have limited leadership skills and resources. But the fact that many independent and Catholic schools — a wide assortment of which serve disadvantaged students — are able to operate successfully under varying degrees of autonomy indicates that the issue is more complex. 
This is confirmed by past studies, which have found mixed impacts from delegating decision‑making authority to schools (for example, research cited by the Australian Education Union, sub. 28; Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, sub. 42; Educational Transformations 2007; Hanushek, Link and Woessmann 2011; OECD 2010b; Thomson et al. 2011). A key lesson from the experiences to date is that autonomy is a broad concept, with its effects dependent on what responsibilities are devolved, the school’s capacity to take on those responsibilities, and how accountability for student outcomes is ensured — including in terms of school‑level governance and central agency oversight. Rather than a one-size-fits-all approach, decision‑making responsibilities should continue to be delegated selectively, taking account of each school’s capacity to self-manage its affairs.
A spectrum of autonomy
As indicated above, different jurisdictions take different approaches to how (or even if) authority over matters such as staffing, budgets, curriculum and assessment should be delegated to schools. Even in high‑autonomy systems, some functions are still commonly fulfilled at the departmental (or diocesan) level. For example, large‑scale capital works and back-office functions like payroll administration are likely to be more efficiently handled at a central level for most schools (although this depends on the relative efficiency of central agencies, as demonstrated by the differing costs they incurred under the Building the Education Revolution program (BERIT 2011)).
Just as jurisdictions have adopted or experimented with school autonomy, it is worth noting that policymakers have also sought greater national consistency in such areas as curriculum and student assessment (chapter 3). Although this reduction in variation across schools (and systems) necessarily involves some authority being withheld from school leaders, there remain opportunities for school‑level differentiation.

· Despite moves to introduce a national curriculum, there is still the potential for schools to specialise in specific content areas, or to offer alternative education programs (such as the international baccalaureate or vocational education and training courses). The provision of extra‑curricular activities also allows for differentiation between schools, as does the ability to develop a culture that best aligns with the local community.
· For many schools, there is scope to supplement national student assessment procedures with school‑level data collection and analysis. This can provide school leaders with potentially richer ‘diagnostic’ information for identifying where students require specialised attention or where teachers may benefit from greater professional development (Hattie 2005; Timperley 2011).
Perhaps most commonly (although not exclusively), autonomy for systemic schools is taken to mean devolving to school leaders such responsibilities as managing budgets, as well as hiring staff and allocating them to specific roles. To re‑emphasise though, success here will depend on the circumstances of each school. A school might poorly manage its budget unless it has school leaders or senior administrative staff with sufficient expertise. And devolved responsibility for staffing will require schools to have transparent and accountable employment processes, including an effective performance appraisal regime (chapter 6).

Building capacity for autonomy

The capacity of a school to take on greater autonomy is clearly linked to the leadership skills of its principal and other school leaders. Hence, recruitment processes, training and performance appraisals for school leaders are important — as noted earlier in this chapter. The National Professional Standard for Principals could prove to be useful in this regard. AITSL (sub. 39) suggested that principals will need to have the capability to use their greater independence in decision making effectively. In the case of independent schools, the Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia (sub. 2; AHISA 2011) has developed a model of autonomous school principalship.
Another factor that may influence a school’s capacity for autonomy is its size. As a consequence of assuming greater responsibilities from central offices, the administrative costs for very small schools (which start off with less resources) may exceed the benefits of autonomy. In these circumstances, one approach is to allow ‘clusters’ of schools to share resources and leadership. This is an option under the WA Government’s Independent Public School Program, and was also available to schools in the NSW Government’s Increased School‑Based Decision-Making Pilot.
The level of educational disadvantage within a school community is also relevant. An analysis of 2003 PISA results by Schuetz, West and Woessmann (2007, p. 34) concluded that ‘there is not a single case where a policy designed to introduce accountability, autonomy, or choice into schooling benefits high-SES students to the detriment of low-SES students’. However, the authors also acknowledged that there were some situations where the benefits to high‑SES students were greater than those to low‑SES students, increasing relative disadvantage. As such, student outcomes under autonomy will need to be underpinned by a system‑wide focus on the adequate resourcing of all schools — and particularly to identify where there are deficiencies in arrangements for schools with higher levels of disadvantage (chapter 9).
School-level governance arrangements
A factor that is critical to the success of autonomous schools is the quality of governance at the local level. Educational Transformations (2007, p. 7) noted that ‘government schools in the states and territories have a connection with and draw on the support of bodies such as parents and friends associations and the like, [but] there are few instances where there are governing bodies such as school councils or school boards, with significant authority and responsibility of the kind exercised by counterparts in independent schools and to a lesser degree, systemic Catholic schools’. Nevertheless, the autonomy models for Victorian and WA government schools do have specified responsibilities for school councils (boxes 8.4 and 8.5).

The capacity of school boards and councils to take on greater governance responsibilities will be a key consideration in judging what responsibilities can be sensibly devolved to the school level. The overriding condition for most autonomy initiatives is that school leaders be held accountable for student outcomes. Local governance is therefore required to assess how successfully school leaders are meeting the needs and expectations of their students, parents and communities. In this regard, and as mentioned above, data collection and analysis within schools can play a key role in determining educational performance — both in terms of student outcomes and teacher effectiveness.
Expanding the duties of school boards and councils may require efforts to reinforce the quality of those serving on such bodies. The Independent Schools Council of Australia noted that the ‘two biggest challenges currently being faced by [independent] schools are achieving the right skills mix on the governing body and the succession plans for principal and chair’ (sub. 18, p. 18). As government school systems move towards greater autonomy, such concerns could also become more pronounced in the public sector.
Many systems already offer professional development opportunities for board and council members. For example, as part of its Independent Public Schools program, the WA Government runs regular training seminars for school board members. And the Victorian Government has established online professional development opportunities for its school councils (DEECD 2011b). 
But skills development alone is unlikely to be enough, particularly if there are insufficient candidates volunteering to serve on school boards and councils. Some roundtable participants indicated that shortages exist in various Australian contexts, with disadvantaged schools more likely to experience difficulties in attracting candidates. Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008) suggested that many parents choose not to join boards or councils because of the time and work required and the responsibilities involved. This suggests that, as greater governance obligations are established, it may become harder for schools to encourage willing participation on their boards or councils — a cautionary reminder that strengthening local governance arrangements is not costless.
Oversight by education authorities

While governance at the local level is an important consideration, the system‑wide policy objectives for education mean that education authorities also have a stake in the outcomes achieved by individual schools.
Issues of compliance need to be considered in the context of broader system‑wide reforms, including the relaxation of restrictions on teacher remuneration, class sizes and job mix. But there should also be a clear delineation of governance and administrative responsibilities between education authorities, school boards and councils, and school leaders. The WA Independent Public Schools system appears to have some processes in place to ensure such demarcation (as noted in box 8.5), and these may be helpful for other jurisdictions as they pursue new autonomy initiatives. 
Regardless of specific arrangements, education departments and regional (and diocesan) education offices should maintain a broad oversight role over autonomous schools, including performance monitoring of school leaders and school boards and councils. To the extent that the local exercise of responsibility proves demonstrably deficient in a particular school — and consistent with the selective devolution of power — education authorities would ultimately reserve the right to reclaim some or all of the decision​‑making responsibilities delegated to the school in the interests of good outcomes for students.
Finding 8.2
Increased school autonomy removes impediments that can prevent principals and other school leaders tailoring school operations to best meet the needs of the local communities they serve. It thus has the potential to improve student outcomes. The full realisation of these benefits is contingent on schools having the necessary:

· leadership capacity to manage the responsibilities delegated to them

· governance arrangements, which ensure that school leaders are held accountable for student outcomes, including:

sufficiently representative and competent school boards or councils

effective oversight from education departments, and regional and diocesan education offices

· funding and resources, as well as support on matters such as training, professional standards and curriculum, from education departments, regional and diocesan education offices, and other sectoral organisations.
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