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SCOPE 

A SCOPE is a Strategic Commentary on Policies in Education. Educational 

Transformations publishes these from time to time, most in the form of contributions to 

books, chapters, conference papers, invited presentations or, in one instance, a series of 

short, commissioned subscriber-based online articles for a professional association. 

They may also be stand-alone monographs or substantial articles, and this publication is 

an example of the latter. 

Taking the lead from Henry Mintzberg, an international expert on strategy, the essence 

of a SCOPE is strategic thinking, a process that calls for “seeing”: seeing ahead, seeing 

behind, seeing above, seeing below, seeing beyond, and above all, seeing it through. 

To anticipate the future (seeing ahead), the process of undertaking a SCOPE involves 

describing what has occurred in the past (seeing behind); reviewing what policymakers 

have designed and implemented (seeing above); exploring the impact of policies at the 

level where intended outcomes were or were not achieved, or how they were experienced 

(seeing below); noting what other countries or systems are doing or have achieved 

(seeing beyond); and identifying how favourable outcomes have been sustained, or 

proposing how this may be done (seeing it through).  

SCOPE is written for policymakers, professionals, the public, academics and those 

studying or researching in related areas. Some prior knowledge is assumed. The starting 

point is usually a summary of current authorities, accountabilities, structures and 

processes. International readers and those new to the field may find this helpful. Some 

readers may wish to skip these sections.  

Scoping an issue does not necessarily involve recommendations, although a few may be 

offered, nor does it predict the future, always a hazardous venture, but there are usually 

signs of what may transpire.  

In his work on school autonomy, extending over more than four decades, Brian Caldwell 

often made reference to the Karmel Report, a landmark contribution to school education 

reform during the first term of the Whitlam Government. In this SCOPE he describes 

events and values that shaped that contribution, examines their antecedents, and 

summarises what followed, identifying features of the current scene that were consistent 

with, or contrary to, at least two of five values that underpinned its recommendations. 

Related projects in which the author played a major role are described, making it in that 

sense a personal reflection. This SCOPE marks the 50th anniversary of the election of 

the Whitlam Government on 2 December 1972. 
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Abstract 

This SCOPE (Strategic Commentary on Policies in Education) was written to mark the 50th 

anniversary of the election of the Whitlam Labor Government. The policies addressed in the 

article were associated with the establishment of the Commonwealth Schools Commission in 

1973, representing the implementation of those that Labor took to the 1969 and 1972 federal 

elections. Recommending how these policies should be implemented was the task of the 

Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, the report of which is generally 

known as the Karmel Report, named after its chair Professor Peter Karmel. Underpinning the 

report were five values, with devolution of responsibility and community involvement 

addressed in this article which deals with policies, or rather programs, recommended by the 

Committee and adopted, as funded in whole or in part in budgets of the Whitlam, Fraser and 

Hawke Governments. The Commission was until its demise in 1987 the largest venture in 

Commonwealth funding of schools in Australia’s educational history. However, 

Commonwealth involvement did not cease in 1987; indeed, it has increased, with 

implementation through agreements with the states and territories, continuing to the present. 

The first of three parts deals with these developments. The second outlines projects in which 

the author played a major role that reflected the values of devolution and community 

engagement. The conclusion in the third part is that the impact of the Whitlam Government 

and the Commonwealth Schools Commission it established, their underpinning values, policies 

and related initiatives, were far-reaching and positive, but recent developments have 

overwhelmed several core values, despite declared intentions. They have gone missing! 

Introduction 

The Whitlam Government took office on 5 December 1972 following the election on 2 

December. The Prime Minister, Hon E G Whitlam also took office as Minister for Education 

and, within one week, on 12 December, established the Interim Committee for the Australian 

Schools Commission, thus taking the first steps to fulfill an election promise.1 The committee 

was chaired by Professor Peter Karmel, Professor of Economics at the University of Adelaide, 

and reported to Whitlam’s successor as minister, Hon Kim Beazley Sr on 18 May 1973.2 

Beazley had taken office on 19 December 1972, one week after the committee was established3. 

The report entitled Schools in Australia (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools 

Commission, 1973) was to prove one of the most influential of its kind in Australia’s education 

history. It contributed to a significant legacy of the Whitlam Government in school education. 

      This article is a strategic commentary on policies in school education that were shaped 

by the Karmel Report and follows the methodology of the SCOPE series. Attention is given to 

projects in which the author played a major role that are related to devolution of responsibility 

and community involvement. 

      The article does not provide a comprehensive account of the 1973 Karmel Report or its 

successor, the Karmel Report of the Quality of Education Review Committee (1985). The best 

account of the former, with brief attention to the latter, is contained in papers presented in 1998 

at a conference organised by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) to mark 

the service of Peter Karmel as Chair of the ACER Board (ACER, 1998).  

The Commission was abolished in 1987, with Commonwealth grants to government 

and non-government schools subsequently administered by federal departments of education 

through agreement with the states. 4 A detailed account of the Commonwealth’s role in school 

education from colonial times to the later years of the Howard Government is contained in a 

book by Wilkinson, Caldwell, Selleck, Harris and Dettman (2006). The book and the 

commissioned project that underpinned it were primarily concerned with state aid for private 
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schools but there is detailed consideration of how the foundations were laid prior to federation 

in 1901. Approaches among the states and territories are described. There are brief accounts of 

developments in other countries.  

      The article is organised in three parts. The first deals with the Karmel Report of 1973, 

including its terms of reference, background of Peter Karmel and the values it espoused, 

including devolution of responsibility and community involvement.  The report is placed in 

historical context in Australia, especially in respect to centralisation and decentralisation, and 

also in an international context, because similar themes were evident at about the same time in 

reforms in other countries. Then follows an account of the Australian Schools Commission, re-

named the Commonwealth Schools Commission, and how it operated from 1974 to 1987 when 

it was abolished. Successor arrangements for the allocation of Commonwealth funds are 

described. Similar international developments are noted along with efforts to establish needs-

based funding and Commonwealth-State partnerships.  

In the second part, projects in which the author played a major part are summarised. 

The starting point is an account of activities from 1983 to 1992, providing a case study of 

developments in Australia and other countries based initially on the findings and 

implementation of the Effective Resource Allocation in Schools Project, a Project of National 

Significance of the Commonwealth Schools Commission. Consistency with the Karmel Report 

is noted. The impact nationally and internationally is described. Then follows a description of 

developments related to devolution of responsibility and community involvement from 1992 

to the present in reports of a series of projects in which the author played a major role. The 

International Project to Frame the Transformation of Schools (2004-2007) and the Australian 

component of the International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (2014-2017) are 

described, both funded by the federal government. It is acknowledged that Part 2 is limited to 

projects in which I was engaged. There are many projects that deal with related matters and 

different perspectives are offered by others. The reader may wish to omit Part 2 and proceed to 

the strategic commentary that commences on page 23. 

The third part provides a strategic commentary, including an account of current debates 

and future possibilities. 

PART 1: THE ROLE OF THE COMMONWEALTH 

Part 1 deals with the Karmel Report, the Commonwealth Schools Commission, and the ongoing 

involvement of the federal government in school education. 

KARMEL REPORT 

The terms of reference of the Interim Committee were stated succinctly in the letter to the 

minister which accompanied its report. The purpose was: 

to examine the position of government and non-government primary and secondary 

schools throughout Australian and to make recommendations on the immediate 

financial needs of these schools, the priorities within these needs and the measures 

appropriate to assist in meeting them. 

      The terms of reference are included in Appendix A. It is clear from the short form above 

and in the detail that the Australian Schools Commission, legislated as the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission, was concerned with financial matters, these being key inputs in the 

operation of government and non-government schools. This in part explains the choice of 

Karmel as chair of the committee. As noted on page 1 he was at the time Professor of 

Economics at the University of Adelaide. His career until he subsequently became vice-

chancellor at two universities had been concerned with economics. There is a strong case for 
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him being the founder of the academic field of the economics of education in Australia 

beginning with the first Buntine Oration of the Australian College of Education in 1962 on the 

topic “Some economic aspects of education.” It not only launched Karmel’s “long involvement 

in educational policy … at the same time creating a new academic discipline in Australia, that 

of the Economics of Education.” (Ryan, 2012, p. 1)5 

      While Karmel’s background was in economics, it is important to note that other 

members of the committee included those who worked in school education including Deputy 

Chair Jean Blackburn who had worked previously with Karmel on a review of education in 

South Australia that reported in 1971.6 Other members were not formally nominated by 

organisations that represented different sectors; they were simply appointed by the Prime 

Minister. 

Nothing in the recommendations of the Interim Committee affected the constitutional 

arrangements that recognised the exclusive right of the states in respect to their authority and 

responsibility for school education. Implementation required the agreement of states. The 

additional funding that came with implementation was welcomed by the states, for the 

government sector, and the non-government sector, with sources of revenue sharply 

constrained in both instances. For the states, this largely arose from a decision of the High 

Court that upheld the exclusive right of the federal government to levy an income tax under 

legislation passed in 1942. However, Section 96 of the Constitution allows the federal 

government to grant money to states under whatever terms and conditions are mutually agreed. 

Values 

A striking feature of the Karmel Report was its specification of values: “the Committee has set 

out the values to which it attaches importance and which have influenced its 

recommendations.” (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 5) A 

full exposition of these values may be obtained from the Karmel Report itself. A helpful 

summary and commentary was provided by Hill (1998).  

Devolution of responsibility: The Committee favours less rather than more centralised 

control over the operation of schools. Responsibility should be devolved as far as 

possib1e upon the people involved in the actual task of schooling, in consultation with 

the parents of the pupils whom they teach and, at senior levels, with the students 

themselves. (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 10) 

Equality: The Committee values the principle that the standard of schooling a child 

receives should not depend on what his parents are able or willing to contribute directly 

to it, or whether he is enrolled in a government or non-government institution. (Interim 

Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 11) 

Diversity: The Committee places high value on the provision of resources in ways 

which will not simply perpetuate existing forms of schooling, but will stimulate among 

teachers and the community a search for forms of learning and of relationships between 

teachers and pupils more appropriate to the social and individual needs of Australians 

at this point in time. (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, 

p. 11) 

Public and private schooling: The Committee values the right of parents to educate 

their children outside government schools. It appreciates the high standard which some 

non-government schools have reached often after years of effort. Ideally, the 

Committee would like to see all schools raised to this high standard … however 

priorities must be established. In accordance both with its terms of reference and with 

its own convictions, the Committee has given priority in the use of public funds to 
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schools whose standards are below certain desirable levels … (Interim Committee for 

the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 12) 

Community involvement: Antipathy towards and apathy about direct community 

participation in· the governance of schooling is widespread throughout Australia. 

Schools have much to gain from the involvement of the community in educational 

programs. Complete parental control over the educational welfare of their own children 

could limit the perspectives of the school and deny the authority of teachers in 

professional matters. (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 

1973, pp. 13-14) 

The first (devolution of responsibility), is consistent with the principle of subsidiarity, as 

articulated in an encyclical of Pope Pius X1 in 1931 (Quadragesimo Anno).  

It is a fundamental principle of social philosophy, fixed and unchangeable, that one 

should not withdraw from individuals and commit to the community what they can 

accomplish by their own enterprise and industry. So, too, it is an injustice and at the 

same time a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, to transfer to the larger and 

higher collectivity functions which can be performed and provided for by lesser and 

subordinate bodies. Inasmuch as every social activity should, by its very nature, prove 

a help to members of the body social, it should never destroy or absorb them. 

Subsidiarity is not only a feature of Catholic social teaching but it was also adopted as a general 

principle of European Union law. The principle is also relevant to the fifth of the Karmel 

Report’s values (community involvement). 

 The terms “devolution” and “subsidiarity” are now rarely used in public and 

professional discourse. The former is usually reserved to the decentralisation of powers from 

one level of government to another. For example, in the UK, Scotland’s government has powers 

devolved from Westminster. I will continue to use “devolution” when referring to the first of 

the five values in the Karmel Report. 

 The third value (diversity) could well have been added to the two selected for special 

attention because the nation became significantly more diverse in the decades before the 

Karmel Report and spectacularly so since. Schools and classroom have students of many 

nationalities, and the “mix” may change dramatically from one classroom to another and from 

one cohort to another. Organisation theory tells us that the more varied, complex and 

changeable the work environment the closer to that environment decisions about operations 

should be made. Devolution of responsibility to schools for many operational decisions is an 

appropriate response under these conditions. A centrally-determined framework for all schools 

can require them to respond to the needs of students from diverse backgrounds. 

Whitlam’s position on state aid  

It is important to note the personal position of Whitlam in respect to the funding of government 

and non-government schools and to the role of the Commonwealth. Indeed, in his first speech 

on education to parliament in 1953, he stated his belief that the Commonwealth would 

eventually take over funding and that all Australians were entitled to the same educational 

facilities. (Whitlam, 1985, pp. 292-3 cited in Wilkinson et al., 2006, p. 51).  

The Labor party had opposed financial aid to non-government schools for many years 

but Whitlam took a different position, especially while serving as Deputy Leader and when he 

became Leader in 1967. His arguments in favour of state aid risked expulsion from the party. 

Whitlam was educated in both government and non-government schools (completing leaving 

certificate at Telopea Park High School in Canberra; also, Canberra Grammar and Knox in 
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Sydney). Whitlam’s position prevailed and state aid formed part of the Labor Party’s election 

manifesto at the 1969 and 1972 elections and has remained so ever since. 

International and national context 

Five international comparisons at the time of the Whitlam Government are noteworthy. In 

England, most Catholic and other non-public schools were fully funded from the public purse. 

About five per cent of schools were truly independent, receiving no public funds. On the other 

hand, there could be no public funding for church schools in the United States because of 

constitutional requirements on the separation of church and state.7 

Catholic schools in some Canadian provinces received the same level of financial 

support from provincial governments as public schools. They were not permitted to charge 

fees. At the time of the Whitlam Government all except independent schools, of which there 

were few, received a share of local property taxes in accordance with the wishes of property 

owners or renters. The author, who lived in Canada from 1968 to 1981 recalls such an 

arrangement when he rented an apartment within a week of arrival. I recall leaving Australia 

in August 1968 at the height of the state aid debates and arriving in Canada a day or so later to 

find that the issue had been resolved decades earlier.  

New Zealand pursued a different course to that taken by Whitlam and, within two years 

of the Karmel Report, the Private Schools Conditional Integration Act 1975 was passed. It 

made “provision for the conditional and voluntary integration of private schools into the State 

system of education in New Zealand on a basis which would preserve and safeguard the special 

character of the education provided by them.” Most private schools joined the State system, 

relinquishing their right to charge fees. There were and continue to be few private schools that 

may charge fees and receive no public funding. I will return to matters related to arrangements 

in Canada, England and New Zealand. While not considered further, the situation in 

Netherlands is also noteworthy because its constitution forbids any discrimination between 

public and private schools, including the allocation of public funds. Details of arrangements in 

the aforementioned countries are contained in Wilkinson et al (2007). 

      Debates about centralisation and decentralisation were lively at the time of the Whitlam 

Government.  It was less than two decades since the well-publicised critiques by international 

scholars, notably Fulbright Scholar Freeman Butts, Professor of Education at Columbia 

University, New York who spent six months in Australia in 1954. 

Underlying your centralised system of state education are two basic assumptions: (1) a 

uniform policy for all schools in a state is a good thing, and (2) a uniform policy can be 

achieved only when the basic decisions are made by a relatively few people. (Butts, 

1955, p. 12) 

I wonder … whether you miss something of the vitality, initiative, creativeness and 

variety that would come if the doors and windows of discussion and decision were kept 

more open all the way up and down the educational edifice. (Butts, 1955, p. 17) 

      The Karmel Report may be seen as a response to the Butts’ critique although the latter 

was not mentioned. Such a response was embedded in the national and international context – 

a combination of political, sociological and cultural forces, gathering momentum in the late 

1960s and broadly having the effect of decentralisation and community empowerment. This 

was the time of the Second Vatican Council, protests against the Vietnam War and student 

unrest in France. The voice of parents was raised. A leader was Joan Kirner who led the 

Victorian Association of State School Organisations (VICSSO) before becoming a member of 

the first Commonwealth Schools Commission, and later a Minister for Education and Premier 

of Victoria. 
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      A powerful force for change was recognition of serious inequalities in school education, 

among government schools and between government and non-government schools. The 

Karmel Report identified this as a resource issue. “The Committee values the principle that the 

standard of schooling a child receives should not depend on what his [sic] parents are able or 

willing to contribute directly to it, or whether he is enrolled in a government or non-government 

institution.” (Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 11) A highly 

publicised event in 1962 drew attention to the issue when the Catholic Archdiocese of 

Canberra-Goulburn decided to close one of its schools in Goulburn to highlight the inadequacy 

of funds (Wilkinson et al., 2007, pp. 26-29). The trigger was that the school was judged by 

inspectors to have inadequate toilet facilities. Nearby government schools could not cope with 

the flood of students and parents demanded a resolution. Catholic schools soon reopened but 

the point had been made. 

COMMONWEALTH SCHOOLS COMMISSION 

The following brief overview of the Commonwealth Schools Commission is drawn mainly 

from the Karmel Report and A history of state aid to non-government schools in Australia 

(Wilkinson, et al., 2006), the latter being the outcome of a research project funded by the 

Commonwealth Government for which the author served as Chief Investigator. Original 

documents served as the basis of chapters related to the Commission, supplemented by 

interviews with people associated with the establishment and operation of the organisation. 

Interviews conducted by the author included those with Karmel, Malcolm Fraser, who served 

as Prime Minister after Whitlam, and Susan Ryan, who was Minister for Education from 1983 

to 1987. 

Establishment: 1973-74 

The Karmel Report recommended the funding of seven programs: (a) general recurrent 

resources, (b) general buildings, (c) primary and secondary libraries, (d) disadvantaged schools, 

(e) special education, (f) teacher development and (g) innovation. The largest quantum of funds 

were in (a), with specific amounts by sector and state. Consistent with the value of devolution, 

the Committee did not specify how these funds were to be spent. Eight levels of funding were 

defined to reflect needs among non-government schools, categorised as A-H, with A the least 

needy for which federal funding should cease. Grants for disadvantaged schools and special 

education were responses to conditions that were broadly recognised at the time, but the Interim 

Committee was able to collect data from the field that supported need and priority. Contracts 

and grants for secondary science laboratories and libraries set up by the Commonwealth in the 

1960s would continue to the end of their term. So too for capital grants for government and 

non-government schools and small uniform per student recurrent grants to all primary and 

secondary schools in both sectors established while Malcolm Fraser was minister for education. 

These grants would be subsumed within future arrangements. 

 As we shall see, problems arose from the outset once the report was released and the 

Commission established but it is fair to say that the Karmel Report’s recommendations were 

generally well received by the profession, especially because they signalled an increase in 

funding for schools and with a much-expanded role for the Commonwealth. There was an air 

of excitement among teachers because of the attention to teacher development and, especially, 

funds for the establishment of teachers’ centres where activities for staff from government and 

non-government schools could be conducted. Universities could also use the facilities for off-

campus programs. The author conducted bachelors and masters level classes in centres in 

Hobart, Launceston and Burnie while on staff at the University of Tasmania in the 1980s.  
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 There were, however, major disagreements among stakeholder organisations and 

political parties. Catholic bishops preferred per capita grants to systemic schools rather than 

block grants to systemic authorities. There was opposition to the abolition of funding for 

category A (the least “needy”) among non-systemic independent schools. The A-H index was 

titled the Schools Recurrent Resource Index (SRRI) (eight levels were subsequently reduced 

to six). The Liberal Party proposed amendments to bills setting up the Commission introduced 

in September 1975. These were rejected in the lower house, accepted in the Senate and then 

rejected again in the former. Whitlam threatened a double dissolution election but a 

compromise was reached. The Country Party was happy with the bills. The Commission was 

formally established on 1 January 1974, with 12 members, four of whom were full-time. Ken 

McKinnon, former director of education in PNG was Chair. School-level funding for 

innovation and teacher development was introduced. Implementation proceeded but major 

difficulties were encountered in mid-1975 when recommendations for funding for 1976-1978 

were rejected by the government. Indeed, recommendations for funding from all five education 

commissions were rejected (pre-school to university) such were the financial difficulties at the 

time. The Whitlam Government was dismissed by the Governor-General on 11 November 

1975. 

Fraser Government: 1975-1983 

The impact of the Whitlam Government’s reforms in school education did not end with the 

dismissal. The Commonwealth Schools Commission endured for another 12 years, through 

Coalition and Labor Governments, but as we shall see the impact in terms of a role for the 

Commonwealth continues to the present. The starting point in this ongoing journey was the 

“new federalism” of the Fraser Government. 

 “New federalism” referred among other things to reasserting the authority of states in 

areas that included education and to reducing the number of special purpose grants to the states, 

with related funding included in general revenue allocations. The Fraser Government was 

committed from the outset to keeping the Commonwealth Schools Commission and 

maintaining freedom of choice for parents and needs-based funding. Implementation called for 

a “nexus” between level of funding for non-government and government schools. A proposal 

for three funding groups rather than six levels was implemented in 1981. There were almost 

continuous conflicts among stakeholder organisations on indicators of need and associated 

levels of funding. The total of funds available to the Commission was in future to be 

constrained by allocations in the federal budget. Fraser went to the 1980 election promising an 

increase in support for low fee non-government schools.  

The DOGS (Defence of Government Schools) case was heard by the High Court. The 

DOGS group sought to challenge the right of governments to provide state aid to non-

government schools. The movement got underway in 1971 with action in the High Court 

culminating in rejection of the case in February 1981 (a 6-1 decision). There was reliance in 

arguments of DOGS to the separation of church and state in the United States.  

The seven-year term of McKinnon as Chair was not renewed following the 1980 

election. He was replaced by Peter Tannock who had served on the Interim Committee and the 

Commission from the time of its establishment in 1974. While there is no formally stated 

reason for his replacement, information shared during the history project suggested a perceived 

need to ensure a balance in the Commission, implying McKinnon’s predispositions in respect 

to support for government schools, although Tannock has been associated with the Catholic 

sector throughout his career. In general, however, it is fair to say there were tensions between 

Commission and Government from the outset, and within the Commission itself (two members 
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of which issued a minority report in respect to allocations recommended for the 1982-84 

triennium). 

Hawke Government: 1983-1987 

Prior to the 1983 election at which the Fraser Government was defeated, there was a view in 

Labor that the aforementioned minority report had merit and that a better definition of need 

and how to measure it were needed. In his election policy speech Bob Hawke signalled that 

funding for wealthy private schools would be reduced. Susan Ryan became Minister for 

Education. Prior to entering parliament, she had served for a short period as National Executive 

Officer of the Australian Council of State School Organisations (ACSSO). Tannock stepped 

down as Chair of the Commission in 1984, with Lyndsay Connors serving as interim chair until 

the appointment of Garth Boomer. There was intensive public debate about Ryan’s “hit list” of 

41 level 1 non-government schools and Hawke stepped in to support Ryan in public meetings 

and in seeking a resolution. The outcome was what Ryan described in her 2006 interview as an 

“historic settlement.” A “community standard” for funding was established and the eight levels 

of funding for non-government schools were increased to 12. There was no reduction in support 

for level 1 schools and a new measure, the Education Resource Index (ERI) was introduced. 

The settlement was vigorously opposed by supporters of government schools.  

The Quality of Education Review Committee (1985) (QERC) was appointed, with five 

members chaired by Professor Peter Karmel. Its purpose was to provide recommendations for 

funding of the Commission for 1985-1988 based on a review of the effectiveness of 

Commonwealth financial support for school education. The committee had difficulty finding 

evidence to support the claimed benefits and recommended negotiated agreements between the 

Commonwealth and states and non-government jurisdictions, with triennial accountability. In 

other words, the focus shifted from inputs (1973) to outputs (1985).  

A New Schools Policy was adopted whereby establishment grants would be provided 

to support new schools in developing communities only. The effect was to constrain the support 

for new non-government schools. The policy remained in force until 1996 when it was 

abolished by the Howard Coalition Government. 

Demise: 1987 

The Commonwealth Schools Commission was abolished in October 1987. Ryan stated during 

her interview in 2006 that some of her cabinet colleagues had disliked it from the outset. This 

confirmed what she wrote in her autobiography Catching the Waves: “From our earliest days 

in office … several of my toughest Cabinet colleagues wanted to get rid of the Schools 

Commission, and they were energetically supported in their views by the powerful bureaucratic 

trifecta, the departments of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Treasury and Finance.” (Ryan, 1999 

cited in Wilkinson et al., p. 131)  

John Dawkins replaced Ryan as Minister for Education following the 1987 election 

after which the Commission was abolished. Its role had diminished before that with the transfer 

of the general recurrent and capital works programs to the Department of Education in August 

1985 that involved the loss of about one billion dollars and half of the Commission’s staff. 

Several special purpose programs were abolished or diminished in the 1986-87 budget. 

Reflecting a recommendation in the report of QERC, the Commission’s role was more sharply 

focused on curriculum development which matched the interests and expertise of its new chair 

(Garth Boomer). The Commission’s role was more advisory than in the past. 



9 

ROLE OF THE COMMONWEALTH FROM 1987 TO THE PRESENT 

The Tertiary Education Commission was also abolished in 1987. Hawke announced the 

creation of 16 “mega” departments including the Department of Employment, Education and 

Training (DEET) with Dawkins as minister. A National Board of Employment, Education and 

Training (NBEET) was established in July 1988 with a number of “sub-councils,” including 

the Schools Council chaired by Lyndsay Connors. The Council had a consultative/advisory 

role but no program functions. 

Expanding the role of the Commonwealth 

In one sense the legacy of Whitlam ceased with the abolition of the Commission but the 

powerful role of the Commonwealth continued. The operation of DEET soon became more 

complex than when the Commonwealth Schools Commission was set up. For example, the 

Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 

established in the early 1990s, consisting of all federal and state ministers, became the vehicle 

for agreements on increased federal involvement, but it soon became an unwieldly arrangement 

with more than 50 sub-groups reporting to it (Jones, 2008, p. 165). Moving closer to the present, 

the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) was established to which various councils 

reported, including the Education Council of ministers for education, with chairs rotating 

among members. COAG was replaced in 2020 by the National Cabinet, associated in the public 

mind with regular meetings to deal with COVID-19. The Education Council was replaced by 

the Education Ministers Meeting, chaired at the time of writing by the federal minister for 

education, Jason Clare. 

Needs-based funding 

Of particular interest in relation to the legacy of Whitlam are the many efforts by successive 

governments, state and federal, to establish an index of need and allocate Commonwealth funds 

for the support of government and non-government schools.  

 Some of the special programs of the Commonwealth Schools Commission based on 

need were discontinued or subsumed within other grants or programs. For example, Lingard 

(1998a) referred to the Disadvantaged School Program, the longest-running of those set up by 

the Commission, and described how it was subsumed in a literacy program of the Howard 

Coalition Government in the context of a trend to the local management of schools. He believed 

that the result was a loss of purpose and lack of accountability. However, his concerns were 

alleviated to some extent in the Education Act 2013 and, as we shall see, in funding models 

adopted in states that moved to a higher level of school autonomy. 

A needs-based funding model was legislated in the Australian Education Act, 2013. 

(https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2013A00067) The Act makes provision for the 

allocation of Commonwealth funds to government and non-government schools through 

recurrent and capital grants to states and territories. The Act includes formulae for determining 

the allocations. States and territories are required to deliver grants for non-government schools 

directly to the relevant authority. There are uniform per student recurrent grants at different 

levels for primary and secondary schools (base amounts) to which are added loadings that 

reflect the needs of schools and students. These loadings are for students with disability, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, socio-educational disadvantage, students who 

have low English proficiency, schools that are not in major cities and schools that are not large 

schools. 

Base amounts and some of the loadings are worked out in reference to a Schooling 

Resource Standard (SRS). As recommended in the first Gonski Report (Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011), the SRS is designed to help 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2013A00067


10 

overcome educational disadvantage and ensure that schools are adequately resourced to cater 

for the needs of all students. It is an estimate of how much total public funding a school needs 

to meet its students’ educational needs.  

One objective in the Act is that the funding model “invests in evidence-based reforms 

that will improve student outcomes.” Another objective calls for support of inter-governmental 

agreements, now implemented through the National School Reform Agreement as described 

in more detail below. 

The Act was amended in the Australian Education Amendment Act 2017. 

(https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2017A00078). The above summary continues to 

apply. There was an amendment to the Preamble in 2017 that included the statement: “There 

is an ongoing and essential role for the Commonwealth in school education through its unique 

position to provide national policy leadership and facilitate national performance assessment 

and reporting.” Whitlam would approve such a statement.  

 The Act established the National School Resourcing Board, also recommended by 

Gonski. The Board undertakes reviews of how the Act has been implemented, either at the 

request of the minister or of its own volition. For example, the Board conducts an annual review 

of compliance by states and territories of their obligations under the Act 

Challenge to historical approaches to needs-based funding 

A challenge to historical approaches to needs-based funding, from colonial times to the 

Commonwealth Schools Commission to Gonski was mounted by Greenwell and Bonnor 

(2022) in Waiting for Gonski: How Australia failed its schools. The title refers to inquiries 

chaired by businessman David Gonski, reporting in 2011 and 2018, published in Department 

of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (2011) and Department of Education and 

Training (2018) (referred to colloquially and throughout this article as Gonski 1.0 and 2.0, 

respectively). The first recommended a “sector blind” needs-based approach to the allocation 

of increased Commonwealth funding. There was widespread public and professional support, 

boosted by teacher unions in their “I give a Gonski” campaign. An important feature of Gonski 

1.0 was never implemented because former minister for education Julia Gillard gave an 

assurance that no school would lose funds. The electoral risks and positions of key stakeholders 

to each of the Gonski reviews were much the same as those in the years of the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission. 

Greenwell and Bonnors’ “post-mortem” noted a “searing assessment” of the Karmel 

Report by Marginson (1984). Writing under the heading of “The Legacy of the Karmel period,” 

Marginson concluded that: 

Despite the aims of some of the individuals on the Karmel Committee and in the 

Schools Commission, the Karmel period has in the end produced a downgrading of 

concern with equality in education, and a widespread commitment to upward individual 

mobility through private education at the expense of others, instead of social 

improvement through public education in conjunction with all. Economically and 

politically it leaves behind a rapidly growing non-elite private sector, in the throes of 

an unprecedented boom, and a powerful group of elite schools, stronger in resources 

and unchallenged in their perpetuation of social class and educational privilege. 

(punctuation adapted from Marginson, 1984, p. 25) 

Marginson was referring to the way in which the third value (public and private schooling) 

among Karmel’s five was defined and subsequently implemented. Greenwell and Bonnor 

concluded that the Gonski reviews exacerbated the problem described by Marginson: 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2017A00078
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The Gonski endeavour, like Karmel, failed to get to the roots of our most fundamental 

educational problems because it did not comprehensively examine the consequences of 

Australia’s dual system of publicly funded schools. It left intact the unlevel playing 

field on which our schools operate, and even exacerbated the existing incongruities and 

injustices. (Greenwell & Bonnor, 2022, pp. 263-264) 

 A review of historical antecedents in Australia and arrangements in other countries 

suggests that such analyses and conclusions are limited to the extent they imply there is a one-

best-way that holds up under critical scrutiny for all time and in all places. Historical accounts 

in Wilkinson et al. (2006) of arrangements from colonial times to federation reveal that there 

were different approaches at different points in time in each of the six colonies, with the 

outcomes determined by ideology, personalities, politics and demography. Internationally, as 

noted earlier, there is variety, as illustrated in the Netherlands, where the constitution forbids 

differences between public and private schooling as far as funding is concerned; in Canada, 

where some provinces provide the same funding for public and Catholic schools; and in New 

Zealand, where most private schools chose to join the state system in the 1970s. In these three 

countries publicly-funded private schools may not charge fees. 

National School Reform Agreement 

Commonwealth-state agreements recommended by Karmel in 1985 have continued to the 

present, currently implemented through the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA), 

summarised on the Department of Education, Skills and Employment website 

(https://www.dese.gov.au/quality-schools-package/national-school-reform-agreement): 

The National School Reform Agreement (National Agreement) is a joint agreement 

between the Commonwealth, states, and territories, which aims to lift student outcomes 

across Australian schools. It outlines a set of strategic reforms in areas where national 

collaboration will have the greatest impact on driving improved student outcomes. The 

National Agreement features three reform directions across five years, 2019-2023 and 

focus on:  

• supporting students, student learning and achievement;  

• teaching, school leadership and school improvement; and  

• enhancing the national evidence base.  

These reforms are based on what works and have been informed by several key reviews 

including Through Growth to Achievement: Report of the Review to Achieve 

Educational Excellence in Australian Schools. [Gonski 2.0] 

These general directions could well have been written at any time in the last five 

decades. However, agreements were required to address each of eight National Policy 

Initiatives that call for further progress. The first, for example is “to assist teachers to monitor 

individual progress and identify student learning needs.” Another calls for “an independent 

evidence institute to inform teacher practice, system improvement and policy development.” 

The Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO) has been established to address this 

requirement. Under way at the time of writing was implementation of another initiative to 

develop “a national strategy to help build our understanding of how to attract and retain the 

best and the brightest to the teaching profession.” The Quality Initial Teacher Education 

(QITE) review was established by former federal minister Tudge (reported in Department of 

Education, Skills and Employment, 2021). It was agreed at the meeting of ministers in August 

2022 that secretaries for education would prepare such a strategy and report in December 2022.  

https://www.dese.gov.au/quality-schools-package/national-school-reform-agreement
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 Every state and territory prepared a range of strategies to address each of the eight 

initiatives. These included plans for non-government schools. It was agreed that states would 

report annually. A review of responses on the aforementioned website indicated agreement on 

amendments since initial signing by federal and state ministers. For example, Minister Clare 

(federal) and former Minister Merlino (Victoria) signed off on the current version for Victoria 

in July 2022, two months after the federal election and a change of government.  

 Most of the state responsibilities called for action at the school level and capacities of 

a high standard were assumed or are required of principals and teachers. These capacities are 

consistent with the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2011) and the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals (AITSL, 2014). The idea of “standards” was 

rudimentary at best at the time of the Karmel Report. 

 The National School Reform Agreement is under review by the Productivity 

Commission. An interim report was released on 14 September 2022 (Productivity Commission, 

2022) with a final report due by 31 December. The interim report noted that student 

achievement had stalled or fallen and that slow progress had been made by some states for 

some of the National Policy Initiatives.  

PART 2: VALUES IN ACTION – RELATED PROJECTS 

Part 2 describes national and international projects that were consistent with two of the five 

values that underpinned the Karmel Report: devolution of responsibility and community 

involvement. The author played a major role in each project. The focus is on how these values 

underpinned action at the school and classroom levels, and how efforts to build the capacity of 

leaders and their colleagues helped achieve benefits for students. The reader may wish to omit 

Part 2 and proceed to the strategic commentary that commences on page 23. 

It is acknowledged that none of the projects was a direct consequence of the Karmel 

Report or its implementation through the Commonwealth Schools Commission. However, 

because devolution and community engagement were a feature in each project, the focus was 

consistent with the former’s underpinning values. It is also acknowledged that there are many 

projects that deal with the same matters and that most people outside Australia would not have 

heard of Karmel, the Commission and subsequent developments in Australia. Part 2 is therefore 

a personal research-based account that helps form a judgement on the legacy of Whitlam. 

The particular approach to devolution in these projects was variously known as local 

management, school-based management, school self-management and more recently, school 

autonomy. These terms are taken to mean the same and are used inter-changeably in the pages 

that follow. 

CASE STUDY OF PROJECTS FROM 1983 TO 1992 

The starting point was a Project of National Significance of the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission, approved in 1982 for implementation over 18 months from 1 January 1983. The 

author was Chief Investigator. 

Personal backstory 

I lived in Canada from 1968 to 1981, thus not in Australia at the time of the Whitlam 

Government and the Karmel Report. The funding of public and Catholic schools was not an 

issue in Canada, with both sectors being funded at the same level from the public purse and 

with residents able to nominate the sector where their share of local property taxes should be 

directed. I had a strong interest in centralisation and decentralisation, with Australia being 

highly centralised at the state level and Canada being decentralised, at least to the level of the 
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school district. Provinces controlled education, with the Constitution prohibiting a federal role 

except in a few circumstances.  

I taught in a public high school in Edmonton for six years and then undertook a master’s 

degree and a Ph.D. at the University of Alberta. I needed to identify a topic for my doctoral 

thesis and noted a small paragraph in the local newspaper that the newly appointed 

superintendent of schools in the public system of less than 200 schools planned to decentralise 

to the school level almost the entire recurrent budget.8 A seven-school pilot project was set up. 

I had found my topic, with the thesis accepted in late 1977 (Caldwell, 1977). Apart from the 

obligatory “review of literature,” I visited a few school districts in California that had embarked 

on similar projects and then gathered data from seven districts in Alberta, including 

Edmonton’s pilot project, which were attempting a form of school-based budgeting. 

 I returned to Australia in 1981 to a position at the University of Tasmania and one year 

later applied to the Commonwealth Schools Commission for a grant to support a project on the 

decentralisation of funds to the school level. The value of the project was suggested by 

developments in Tasmania where schools had enjoyed for several years a relatively high degree 

of responsibility for allocating resources compared to their mainland counterparts. For 

example, more than 70 per cent of recurrent grants paid by the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission to the Education Department were channelled directly to schools. There was thus 

a “line of sight” from the Karmel Report to the special grants of the Commission to practice in 

Tasmania to this case study. 

Effective Resource Allocation in Schools Project (ERASP) 

ERASP was a joint endeavour of the Education Department and the University of Tasmania 

through its Centre for Education. The purposes were to (1) identify the processes and skills 

which are required for the allocation of resources (teaching and support staff, supplies, 

equipment and services) in government and non-government schools; and (2) establish a 

program for the assessment and development of the requisite skills among those in or preparing 

for positions of responsibility. Implementation proceeded through a nationwide survey of the 

extent of school-level responsibility, nomination by knowledgeable people (mainly senior 

system-level personnel) of schools in Tasmania that used their authority “to match resources 

to instructional needs,” case studies of schools identified as effective, and preparation and 

trialling in a workshop of materials that reflected “best practice.” 

 Two sets of indicators were prepared from a review of literature to assist those who 

were invited to nominate schools. These indicators were drawn from reports of research in 

different countries on the characteristics of effective schools. One set was concerned with 

overall school effectiveness organised as follows: curriculum (4 indicators), decision-making 

(3), resources (2), outcomes (3), leadership (11) and climate (20) – a total of 53 indicators. The 

second set focused on resources: process (9) and outcomes (3) – a total of 12. 

 Case studies of nominated schools in the government sector were conducted in 1983 in 

ten schools in Tasmania and seven schools in South Australia (the second state identified in 

the national survey). Case studies of nominated schools in the non-government sector were 

conducted in eight schools in each of Tasmania and South Australia. In addition, sixteen 

schools in Tasmania volunteered information about their approaches after receiving a general 

invitation to do so.  

 The school in Tasmania receiving almost unanimous support of nominators on both sets 

of indicators was Rosebery District High School (combined primary and secondary) in a 

mining town on the relatively remote west coast of the state. The principal, Jim Spinks, had 
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written authorisation from Director-General Athol Gough to use funds from state and 

Commonwealth sources in a flexible manner.  

The case study revealed that the school had a clearly identified process, conceived as a 

cycle that called for the school to determine goals, formulate policies, set priorities, make 

annual plans, allocate resources, implement plans for learning and teaching and the support of 

learning and teaching, and evaluate outcomes, all within a framework determined at the system 

level. There were clearly defined roles for different groups. A “policy group” set goals, 

formulated policies, established priorities, approved budgets and shared in the conduct of 

program evaluations. “Program teams,” formed mostly of teachers, were organised according 

to the normal patterns of work in the school, most of which were in areas of the curriculum. 

They were mainly responsible for preparing program plans and program budgets but were 

usually consulted by the policy group when the latter carried out its role. Programs were 

implemented in the normal day-to-day work of the school. These teams also had a role in the 

evaluation of programs. The principal, especially, and other school leaders played important 

roles throughout.  

The focus on programs made the school of particular interest because of government 

interest in program budgeting in Tasmania and other states. The school was one of a few among 

government schools that had a school council (“policy group”). An executive of the local mine 

served as chair of the council.  

 It was noteworthy that most programs were focused on teaching and learning, providing 

all teachers with an opportunity to contribute. Another appealing feature was the small amount 

of paperwork: for each program there was a maximum of one-page for a policy, two-pages for 

a plan and budget, one-page reports of a minor evaluation, two-page reports of a major 

evaluation. Planning and budgeting included the staff resource, costed on the basis of the 

average cost of a teaching unit. 

 The trial workshop was conducted in Hobart in January 1984. Participants chose either 

two- or four-day events. There were 198 pages of materials. Aside from the author and Josie 

Misko, a colleague at the University of Tasmania who played an important role in ERASP, 

presenters included Jim Spinks and senior staff from Rosebery, the principal of another highly-

rated district high school (Murray Harper at St. Helens), a school leader from a non-government 

school in Hobart (Chris Smith at Hutchins) who conducted case studies in that sector for his 

master’s degree and a senior project officer from South Australia (Kingsley Curtis) where 

school councils had been established. The event was opened by the Director-General. 

Participants included principals and other school leaders, system personnel, and a leader in 

professional development in Victoria. 

Victoria  

The reason for interest in Victoria soon became clear. The minister for education in the Labor 

Government, Robert Fordham,9 released six “ministerial papers” in 1983. Each is available at 

https://rest.neptune-prod.its.unimelb.edu.au/server/api/core/bitstreams/601913e7-00b6-5fa5-

8303-06bf46aa4ef7/content).  Five guiding principles were enunciated in the first: “genuine 

devolution and responsibility to the school level; collaborative decision- making processes; a 

responsive bureaucracy, the main function of which was to serve and assist schools; 

effectiveness of educational outcomes; and the active redress of disadvantage and 

discrimination.” (Fordham, 1983, p. 4). In the paper on school councils, the minister stated the 

intention “to make the school council responsible, within the framework of overall State policy 

guidelines, for the educational policies and plans of its school.” The government also intended 

to introduce program budgeting across all fields of public service including schools.   

https://rest.neptune-prod.its.unimelb.edu.au/server/api/core/bitstreams/601913e7-00b6-5fa5-8303-06bf46aa4ef7/content
https://rest.neptune-prod.its.unimelb.edu.au/server/api/core/bitstreams/601913e7-00b6-5fa5-8303-06bf46aa4ef7/content
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 There was clearly a good “fit” between what was planned in Victoria, the approach that 

emerged in ERASP and the trialled training program that could be suitably adapted to needs in 

Victoria. The author was commissioned to develop such a program in Victoria, which he did 

in association with Jim Spinks who was granted leave to undertake this work, with consultancy 

fees paid to the Education Department. They conducted a program for the principals of trial 

schools at an event opened by the Director-General. The program was then rolled out across 

the state. A total of 55 seminars and workshops were conducted in 1984, ranging in length from 

½ to 3 days. These were attended by 1,965 people, including principals, members of school 

councils, and students from secondary schools. Some staff from regional offices also attended. 

The program was also conducted in 1985 for 1,735 people. Spinks conducted the program for 

about 1,200 people in the Maroondah Region. It was noted during these events that many 

participants had little understanding of what constituted a policy, or even a budget; some 

viewed the latter as “spending.”  

 The workshop materials were therefore well and truly tested, and the two presenters put 

them together in a book and workshop package of videos and activities that could be used at 

the school level. Both were published under the title of Policymaking and Planning for School 

Effectiveness: A Guide to Collaborative School Management. (Caldwell & Spinks, 1986) 

While royalties were paid to the authors, revenue from the workshop package, which included 

a copy of the book, went to the Education Department of Tasmania which held the copyright. 

Launched by the minister for education in Tasmania, about 2,000 copies of the book were sold 

within three weeks of publication. 

From national to international implementation 

The author attended an international conference in Washington DC in early 1987 while on 

sabbatical leave. I was asked by an editor of Falmer Press, based in England, if I had a book 

that Falmer could publish or adapt in its Education Policy Perspectives Series. I shared a copy 

of Caldwell and Spinks (1986) that seemed relevant to England where there had been early 

work in local financial management in some education authorities. With the inclusion of 

context, Falmer agreed to publish a version for the international market under the title of The 

Self-Managing School (Caldwell & Spinks, 1988). This title was proposed by series editor 

David Reynolds. I devoted several months to the revisions while based at the Institute of 

Education in London. Most of the Tasmanian book was retained. The new context addressed 

the outcomes of the 1987 election in the UK in which the Thatcher Government proposed four 

reforms: a national curriculum, decentralising budgets to schools, more parental choice, and 

providing schools with an opportunity to opt out of control by their local education authority, 

with public funds moving directly from the national government to schools. These proposals 

were implemented in the Education Reform Act 1988. 

The Self-Managing School fitted the need to build the capacity of schools to manage 

their resources. The self-managing school was defined as follows: 

… one for which there has been significant and consistent decentralisation to the school 

level of authority to make decisions related to the allocation of resources … with 

decisions at the school level being made within a framework of local, state or national 

policies and guidelines. The school remains accountable to a central authority for the 

manner in which resources are allocated. (Caldwell & Spinks, 1988, p. 5) 

Resources were defined broadly to include curriculum, technology, power, materiel, people, 

time and finance.  

 I visited two local education authorities in making revisions to the book: 

Cambridgeshire, which had about 60 years of community engagement in school education, and 
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Solihull (Birmingham). Both were cited in public discourse as examples of local financial 

management in action. “Financial” was soon dropped from the practice that was henceforth 

known as the local management of schools. The authors made several presentations on self-

managing schools and good contacts were made with organisations and individuals who were 

planning how the initiative would be rolled out across England. An outcome was that Spinks, 

granted leave from the Education Department of Tasmania, conducted 95 workshops involving 

several thousand school leaders and officers from local education authorities, working under 

contract with Cambridge Education Associates (CEA), a consultancy established in 1988 by a 

successful school principal and a local authority officer.10 CEA had the freedom to organise 

workshops anywhere there was interest, so several events were conducted in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland and Wales as well as England. 

 International work moved to New Zealand from 1990 when the model for school self-

management was judged to be a good fit to reforms of the Lange Labour Government. In a rare 

combination of roles, David Lange served as Minister of Education as well as Prime Minister. 

The authors conducted workshops in every region of the country, with Spinks continuing with 

workshops set up by an organisation of parents.  

Overall, as in England, work in New Zealand involved scores of events with more than 

1,000 school leaders. Another good “fit” with the concept of the self-managing school emerged 

in Hong Kong in 1992 as part of implementation of the School Management Initiative, with 

the authors conducting a stream of workshops for school leaders. In 1994, the Education 

Commission recommended implementation across Hong Kong. 

 This completes the case study except to note that more books were written, including 

Caldwell and Spinks (1992) on leadership in the self-managing school, (Caldwell and Spinks 

(1998) with a focus on “megatrends” in school education and outcomes for students, Caldwell 

and Spinks (2008) that highlighted the breadth of resources available to the school, and 

Caldwell and Spinks (2013) that described how the self-managing school can become a self-

transforming school.  

SCHOOL SELF-MANAGEMENT FROM 1992 TO THE PRESENT 

The following summarises developments in Victoria and England since 1992. The other 

systems referred to earlier (Edmonton, Hong Kong and New Zealand generally maintained the 

extent of devolution). The findings of three federally-funded international projects are 

described: The Principal Autonomy Research Project (2007), the International Project to Frame 

the Transformation of Schools (2004-2007) and the International Study on School Autonomy 

and Learning (2014-2017). 

It is noted at the outset that most schools in the extended case study had limited 

understanding of an approach that connected goals, policies, priorities, plans, budgets, 

implementation and evaluation when they started in 1983 but had moved to the point in 1992 

that they could do these at least moderately well in jurisdictions in which we worked. 

Victoria 

There was a change in Victoria in October 1992 when the Kennett Coalition Government was 

elected. Most of its two terms over eight years was controversial, starting with the revelation 

immediately after election that nearly one-quarter of the state’s recurrent budget was devoted 

to paying the interest on debt. Many schools with declining enrolments were closed or 

amalgamated with nearby schools, several thousand teachers accepted redundancy and the size 

of the bureaucracy was slashed. Managing these was the responsibility of minister for 

education Don Hayward who came to office with a visionary plan to transform the government 

school sector under the banner of Schools of the Future. Key features were the creation of a 
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curriculum and standards framework (the state had no K-10 curriculum when he came to 

office), devolving more responsibility to schools and strengthening the role of the principal. 

Delivering this plan was a challenge when he had at the same time to oversee the reductions 

(similar reductions were made across all sectors of government) that were unrelated to the 

aforementioned vision.  

 The reform was rolled out in phases over four years in the first term of the Kennett 

Government, with schools deciding the year they would join the project. The School Global 

Budget, later called a Student Resource Package, was established, being a needs-based 

approach to allocating 90 per cent of the state’s recurrent budget to schools (including staff), 

largely following the model of funding that had operated for years in Edmonton. Components 

that reflected different levels of  disadvantage were included, for example, socio-economic 

indicators of community disadvantage, size of  school and remoteness.11 Each school 

negotiated a “charter” with the education department, essentially a school profile of nature and 

purpose presented in a formal document which was displayed at the school. The legal status 

and funding arrangements did not change, so the concept of “charter school” was different to 

that used in the United States. A five-day (3+2) residential program for 1,100 principals on 

leading the implementation of Schools of the Future was led by the author and Max Sawatzki.  

The design and implementation of Schools of the Future were carried out under the 

same Education Act adopted during the term of the previous Labor government. A senior 

official of the education department informed the author that he could not recall a single 

communication with the federal government regarding the initiative. 

Principals were regularly surveyed on the process and outcomes in their schools 

through the Cooperative Research Project. The project was implemented in six surveys over 

five years. It was “cooperative” in the sense that it was a partnership of the education 

department, primary and secondary principals’ associations and the University of Melbourne. 

The initiative for the project was taken by the primary principals’ association. Findings were 

generally positive.  

Schools of the Future remained contentious, especially for the teacher union and some 

academics, although the use of the title ceased with the defeat of the Kennett Government in 

1999. The former has come to terms with it; several of the latter maintain their opposition to 

the concept of “school autonomy,” the current term for “the self-managing school.” 

 A detailed account of Schools of the Future is contained in Caldwell and Hayward 

(1998).12 Hayward wrote two chapters which are recommended reading for those seeking a 

first-hand account of the personal and professional life of a minister overseeing 

transformational change.13 Hayward retired from parliament at the end of the Kennett 

Government’s first term. 

 Schools of the Future continued in the second term of the Kennett Government with a 

new minister Phillip Gude. There was, however, one significant initiative that provided selected 

schools with a higher level of authority and responsibility. These were known as self-governing 

schools. This scheme was terminated after the Kennett Government was defeated at the 1999 

election.  

The incoming Bracks Labor Government commissioned Lyndsay Connors, former 

chair of the Education Council of NBEET and one-time acting chair of the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission, to review Schools of the Future. She recommended no change to the 

level of devolution. It remains the most devolved public system in Australia, generally retaining 

the extent of devolution and community engagement described above. 
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England 

Developments in England were far-reaching compared to Victoria. Just as a Labor Government 

continued the implementation of policies of the Kennett Coalition Government on the 

devolution of responsibility and community involvement, so too did the incoming Blair Labour 

Government in 1997 continue policies on the local management of schools introduced by the 

Conservative Governments of Margaret Thatcher and John Major. Indeed, in some respects it 

went much further. Blair was elected after a campaign that featured a policy mantra of 

“education, education, education.” 

 There is an important difference between Australia and England, namely, the latter has 

maintained an inspectorial system. Each local education authority had its own board of 

inspectors until 1992 when the Conservative Government established Ofsted, then known as 

the Office for Standards in Education. It has undergone several changes in name and function 

since then but the role of Ofsted remained essentially the same for primary and secondary 

maintained schools, that is, publicly funded schools, as well as for most independent schools. 

Its purpose was to assess schools against standards in England (Northern Ireland, Scotland and 

Wales have their own schemes.) Thus, while the Education Act 1988 provided for the local 

management of schools and a national curriculum, the creation of Ofsted added another 

centralising layer. 

 Ofsted assesses schools in four domains: effectiveness of leadership and management; 

quality of teaching, learning and assessment; personal development, behaviour and welfare; 

and outcomes for students. Results in a national system of tests, with results released publicly 

in “league tables,” are used in assessing outcomes.  

 A major initiative of Blair’s “New Labour” built on a reform of the Conservatives who 

had established a small number of City Technology Colleges (CTCs), most in cities and in 

disadvantaged settings. CTCs received funds directly from government, bypassing local 

authorities. They had to be sponsored by business and industry that were required to make a 

cash or in-kind contribution. Community engagement was a priority. Public funding was 

administered by the Technology Colleges Trust (TC Trust). There were hundreds of CTCs by 

2000 when a report (Gillmon, 2000) released by the secretary of state for education David 

Blunkett referred to a target of 1,000 by 2004. Evidence of gains in learning outcomes 

compared to matching non-trust colleges was cited. The number of specialisations was 

increased to include, for example, The Arts. The TC Trust was replaced by the Specialist 

Schools Trust, soon to become the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) to provide 

support for academies (described below) as well as schools offering a range of specialisations. 

 SSAT established an international arm in 2004 known as International Networking for 

Educational Transformation (iNet), the aim of which was to provide specialist schools in 

England with opportunities for networking with schools in other countries that were engaged 

in efforts to achieve transformation, defined as significant, systematic and sustained change 

that secures success for all students in all settings. The author was appointed Associate Director 

(iNet Global) for SSAT, supporting iNet, mainly preparing short publications (pamphlets), 

three of which were integrated in a book (Caldwell, 2006) and fostering engagement in other 

countries.14 

 Several initiatives have been adopted over the last two decades in efforts to improve 

schools in England. A common feature has been the sharing of resources among schools. These 

include Educational Action Zones, focusing on disadvantage; federations, either “hard” – a 

single governing body – or “soft” – informal cooperative arrangements; and academies, being 

schools that receive funds directly from the Education Funding Agency, bypassing the local 
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authority; and National Leaders of Education comprised of 1,000 outstanding heads 

(principals) (known as “executive heads)” available to support other schools in a new concept 

of “system leadership.” These efforts span Coalition and Labour Governments. Despite these 

being initiatives of the central government, England ranks higher than Australia on the School 

Autonomy Index developed by OECD, outperforms Australia on results in TIMSS, and in 2016 

was the third of 128 countries/economies on the Global Innovation Index compared to 

Australia’s 19th (Caldwell, 2018, p. 60-62.) 

 Almost all secondary schools and nearly half of primary schools are now academies, 

formed into Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs), providing support to each other. The number of 

schools in each trust varies from two to 50. It is not a stretch to foresee all schools being in 

MATs, sidelining local authorities in all but a few functions, mainly related to the placement 

of students.  

Principal Autonomy Research Project 

The Principal Autonomy Research Project was commissioned by the Australian Government 

in 2007. The author was Chief Investigator, Associate Investigators were Jess Harris and Jim 

Spinks.  

The project involved mapping approaches to school autonomy in each state and territory as 

well as in Catholic and independent schools. Document analysis and interviews with leaders in 

each sector were conducted in every state and territory as well as with leaders of principals’ 

associations around the country. Case studies were conducted in each jurisdiction and in each 

sector. A comprehensive review of research was undertaken. The report (Educational 

Transformations, 2007) was submitted to the Department of Education, Science and Training 

(DEST) on 5 December 2007, being received on the change of government by Julia Gillard, 

then Minister for Education. Gillard released the report in 2009.  

International Project to Frame the Transformation of Schools 

The International Project to Frame the Transformation of Schools was conducted in 2006 and 

2007, with the findings included in Caldwell and Harris (2008). Caldwell and Spinks were 

director and associate director, respectively, securing funds from the Department of Education, 

Science and Training (DEST (Australia) and the Department for Education, Lifelong Learning 

and Skills (DELLS) (Wales).15 Jess Harris, now Associate Professor at the University of 

Newcastle, was Director of Research at Educational Transformations Pty Ltd. She liaised with 

all research teams and prepared drafts of reports and chapters.  

The framework for the project was derived from a series of events from 2004 to 2006, 

conducted mainly by the author in his iNet role, for school and system leaders from 11 countries 

who had an interest in transformation: 49 case studies written by school leaders, 4 master 

classes and 60 workshops. These included 19 workshops in every state and territory in a 

program organised by the Australian College of Educators. Spinks contributed to iNet events 

in England. A computer-based technology was used to generate more than 10,000 responses in 

many of these events. The aim was to identify factors that were perceived to be important in 

efforts to achieve the transformation of schools. Analysis resulted in the identification of four 

forms of “capital,” or resources, as reported in Caldwell and Spinks (2006) and Caldwell and 

Harris (2008). 

Schools that have been transformed or have made good progress to transformation are 

adept at strengthening and aligning four forms of capital: intellectual capital, social 

capital, spiritual capital and financial capital, achieving this strength and alignment 

through outstanding governance.  
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Intellectual capital refers to the level of knowledge and skill of those who work in or 

for the school. Social capital refers to the strength of formal and informal partnerships 

and networks involving the school and all individuals, agencies, organisations and 

institutions that have the potential to support and be supported by the school. Spiritual 

capital refers to the strength of moral purpose and the degree of coherence among 

values, beliefs and attitudes about life and learning (for some schools, spiritual capital 

has a foundation in religion; in other schools, spiritual capital may refer to ethics and 

values shared by members of the school and its community). Financial capital refers 

to the money available to support the school. Governance is the process through which 

the school builds its intellectual, social, financial and spiritual capital and aligns them 

to achieve its goals. (Caldwell & Harris, 2008, p. 10) 

Ten indicators were identified for each form of capital and of governance, drawing on a review 

of literature and responses in the events described above. 

 The international project was conducted through case studies in six countries in 2006 

and 2007, all in public secondary schools (except in Victoria, Australia where one primary and 

one independent school were included): Australia (Victoria) (7 schools), China (Chongqing) 

(5), England (5), Finland (Tampere) (5), United States (Michigan, New Mexico, Hawaii, 

California, New York) (5) and Wales (5). Australia and Wales were included because of 

funding arrangements, England and Finland because schools were self-managing, and China 

and United States because they were contrasting cases and the same team of researchers could 

be readily assembled under the leadership of a person who knew both countries well (Yong 

Zhao). Case study schools were chosen by researchers on the basis of their reputation for 

excellence. Researchers used definitions and indicators to guide their studies. 

 While there was no expectation that information on each indicator was to be gathered 

at every site, there was evidence for all 50 indicators in one or more of the case study schools, 

with 23 demonstrated in all 50 secondary schools and a further 18 indicators in the majority. 

Findings for indicators of intellectual capital are contained in Appendix B. The definitions and 

indicators would appear to form a robust framework for the description of different kinds of 

resources across the range of countries. This framework was organised as a self-assessment 

tool for school-level personnel and was used for this purpose in seven workshops in Mauritius 

(Caldwell & Harris, 2008, pp. 55-56).  About 4,000 school and school system leaders 

participated the activities described above. 

International Study on School Autonomy and Learning 

The author was invited to make an Australian contribution to a project entitled the International 

Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL). Convened by the Chief Scientist in Israel, 

members of the research team were from Australia, Canada, China (Hong Kong), England, 

Finland, Israel and Singapore. The purpose was to use surveys and conduct case studies that 

illuminate the link between school autonomy and learning. Three contributions from Australia 

were funded by the federal government and published in Caldwell (2016a, 2016b and 2018).  

 The first contribution dealt with the “how,” with findings published in The autonomy 

premium (Caldwell, 2016a). System leaders in the ACT, Queensland and Victoria were each 

invited to nominate three schools in their jurisdiction that had a high degree of autonomy, had 

performed well on tests of student achievement and which would be able to explain how the 

links were made. I selected five schools to ensure representation of each level of schooling and 

spent two days in each school, interviewing principals, other school leaders and teachers. 

Participants were from primary schools in Victoria (Broadmeadows and Specimen Hill), one 

secondary school in the ACT (Canberra High), one P-10 school in Queensland (Millmerran) 
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and a senior secondary college in Victoria (Glen Waverley). Diagrams were prepared 

illustrating the chain of cause-and-effect for various initiatives. Case study accounts and 

diagrams were confirmed by principals. Appendix C contains an illustration from Millmerran 

State P-10 school which demonstrated the links when responding to the need for targeted 

personalised learning. The outcome of the project was the aforementioned book that included 

a summary of international research on the impact of school autonomy as well as accounts of 

the Australian context and the five case studies. A seminar for stakeholders was held at 

Parliament House, Canberra featuring presentations from the five principals and the author. 

 An important distinction in the report of this study, cited in Gonski 2.0 (Department of 

Education and Training, 2018, p. 89) was between structural autonomy and professional 

autonomy. Case study schools exhibited a high level of professional autonomy. 

Structural autonomy refers to policies, regulations and procedures that permit the 

school to exercise autonomy. Schools may take up such a remit in a variety of ways, or 

not at all, including ways that are ineffective or counter-productive if the intent is to 

improve outcomes for students. The granting of autonomy may make no difference to 

outcomes for students unless the school has the capacity to make decisions that are 

likely to make a difference, and uses that capacity to achieve this end. 

Professional autonomy refers to teachers and their leaders having the capacity to make 

decisions that are likely to make a difference to outcomes for students, and this capacity 

is exercised in a significant, systemic and sustained fashion. Professional autonomy 

calls for the exercise of judgement, with a high level of discretion in the exercise of that 

judgement. (Caldwell, 2016, p. 35) 

The second contribution drew on a survey of principals across Australia, with findings 

reported in What the principals say (Caldwell, 2018b). The Australian Council for Educational 

Research (ACER) provided the author with a stratified random sample of public schools and a 

questionnaire was sent to 630 principals, with 147 (23.3 per cent) providing a usable response 

(a higher rate of return than may be expected for a long online survey of this kind). More than 

half of respondents reported a higher level of autonomy than five years ago. Most identified 

factors associated with autonomy that enabled them to make decisions that helped achieve 

improved learning outcomes. They identified strategies that were employed to build the 

capacity of staff. Their school systems supported schools in a variety of ways. A majority 

would prefer a higher level of autonomy. 

Noteworthy were responses on constraints on autonomy. Six factors were generally 

viewed as clearly constraining and four were perceived to be both constraining and supporting. 

In the first category were national/system curriculum, national/system testing, 

expectations/demands on principals’ time, expectations/demands on teachers’ time, 

national/system targets for improvement, and compliance requirements. In the second category 

were performance management requirements for principals, performance management 

requirements for teachers, system requirements for school review, and system requirements for 

accountability. The most constraining factor was compliance requirements. The most 

supportive was performance management requirements for teachers. These responses 

underpinned the following recommendation:  

There were simply too many concerns raised or implied about these matters which are 

seen as a constraint on autonomy. The open-ended responses, in particular, make this 

clear. While school systems can offer good reasons why these exist, they should re-

double their efforts to reduce the demands on principals, especially as far as compliance 

requirements are concerned. (Caldwell, 2016b, p. 44) 
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The third contribution arose from an invitation from a senior official in a department 

of the federal government in 2016 to consider a study of how the two levels of government 

worked together in the cause of school education. Agreement was reached with the Department 

of Education and Training for a funded project that would be of value to the Department as 

well as make a contribution to ISSAL. This project was conducted in 2017 with integration of 

research reports published in The alignment premium (Caldwell, 2018). There were five 

objectives: 

1. How have high-performing jurisdictions achieved strategic alignment across 

different levels of government when formulating and implementing policy to 

improve student performance? 

2. What role is played by a higher level of school autonomy, especially professional 

autonomy, in achieving this alignment? 

3. How have principals and teachers exercised professional autonomy to build a 

capacity for transformational change?  

4. What approaches to the preparation and professional development of principals and 

teachers have proved effective in systems where higher levels of autonomy have 

been extended to schools? 

5. What factors have constrained efforts to achieve transformational change as efforts 

have been made to improve performance? 

Information was gathered about alignment in four federations (Australia, Canada, 

Germany, United States) and nine unitary states (England, Estonia, Finland, Israel, Japan, 

Korea [South], New Zealand, Singapore and China [Hong Kong]). Member of the ISSAL team 

provided information about their own countries. Particular attention was given to Australia and 

the heads of departments in five jurisdictions provided the names of people who could be 

interviewed about how the two levels of government worked together and aligned their efforts.  

Narratives on alignment yielded 15 benchmarks with 12 that facilitate comparisons on 

roles in accounting for current high performance and three on roles in adaptability or sustaining 

high performance in the longer term. There is a high level of commonality and interconnectivity 

across and within the benchmarks. 

Benchmarks in securing current levels of performance 

1. Trust 

2. Constitutional arrangements 

3. Number of levels of government 

4. Educational history 

5. Establishment of current roles  

6. Societal valuing of education 

7. Priority attached to the human resource 

8. Local government 

9. Number of schools administered 

10. Disruptive change in education 

11. School autonomy 

12. Professional capacity 

Benchmarks in adaptability 

13. Innovation in education 

14. Preparing for the future 

15. Alignment of education, economy and society (Caldwell, 2018, pp. 16-130). 
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Australia was benchmarked against the high performers, with Table 1 summarising the 

assessment in respect to governance. The evidence for this and other benchmarks was 

presented.   

Table 1: Comparing top performers and Australia on governance (Caldwell, 2018b, p. 212) 

Benchmarks Top performers Australia 

1. Constitutional 

arrangements 
Settled Stalled 

2. Number of levels of 

government 
One to three Two 

3. Establishment of 

current roles 
Stable with organic features Frozen 

4. Local government Strong Weak 

5. Number of schools 

administered 
Small to moderate in most 

 

Large in number and 

distance in some states 

6. Disruptive change in 

education 

Noteworthy and positive in 

some 
Inertia 

Overall 
Settled, stable but organic in 

most 
Inertia 

 

The judgement that there is inertia in the governance of schools in Australia is 

illustrated in long-standing arrangements in the roles of the Commonwealth and states that 

leave some schools as far away from state governments in capital cities as London is from 

Moscow (Caldwell, 2018, p. 214).16 Setting up new arrangements that move governance closer 

to schools is canvassed in the conclusion of the strategic commentary in Part 3.  

Assessment against all benchmarks suggested a need to review current arrangements in 

Australia. Comparisons were made with Canada, another federation, where the constitution 

prohibits a role for the federal government, and small unitary high-performing countries where 

the complexities now evident in Australia do not exist. There are implications for the role of 

the federal government, which is far more powerful than in the days of the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission. 

PART 3: STRATEGIC COMMENTARY 

Enough information has been included in Parts 1 and 2 to provide the starting point for a 

strategic commentary on the legacy of the Whitlam Government in school education.  

COMMENTARY 

The following includes an assessment of the leadership of Gough Whitlam, the role of the 

Commonwealth, needs-based funding, and school autonomy and learning. Issues in current 

debates and future possibilities are canvassed. 

Leadership of Gough Whitlam 

Gough Whitlam had a clear vision on the roles of the Commonwealth and the States. In his 

first speech to the federal government on education in 1953 he predicted that the 

Commonwealth would eventually take over from the States.17 Whitlam’s prophesy was partly 

realised in that, in the first fortnight of his government, events were set in train that would lead 
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to unprecedented involvement of the federal government in matters related to school education. 

This involvement extends to the present. 

 Was Whitlam a transformational leader? I have consistently defined transformation as 

being significant, systematic and sustained change that [resolves an issue or leads to outcomes 

that are dramatically different to and better than the status quo]. For example, in our research 

summarised in Part 2, we defined transformation in school education as significant, systematic 

and sustained change that [secures success for all students in all settings]. There is no doubt 

that Whitlam’s leadership was transformational in at least two respects. First, in securing a 

reversal of Labor’s position on state aid to non-government schools. It was courageous 

leadership  for he risked expulsion from the party (apparently coming within two votes of being 

expelled). 

 It is worth reiterating the context in which Whitlam took his stand. “The most intense 

political debate in Australia during the 1960s was not Vietnam; it was about education.” 

(Whitlam, 1985, p. 291 cited in Greenwell & Bonnor, 2022, p. 28). Or again, legendary Labor 

speechwriter and historian Graham Freudenberg declared in 1977 that “the oldest, deepest and 

most poisonous debate in Australia has been about government aid to church schools.” 

(Freudenberg, 1977, p.24 cited in Greenwell & Bonnor, 2022, p. 22). It was in this context that 

I left Australia in August 1968 and arrived in Canada one day later to find that all was calm; 

there were no debates about state aid and apparently there had been none in living memory. 

Catholic schools received the same level of support from some provincial government as public 

schools, with provision at that time for parental choice in allocation of local property taxes. 

The few independent schools received no public funds. 

 Second, Whitlam’s leadership was transformational because he had overseen a change 

from the somewhat fragmented involvement of the federal government in schools to a 

comprehensive and relatively coherent approach, initially through the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission, which has continued to the present. He acted within two weeks of election in 

December 1972 and legislation setting up the Commission was passed within one year, with 

implementation from 1 January 1974.  

Role of the Commonwealth 

The expanding role of the federal government schools did not call for transformational 

leadership. It is interesting to note that just six lines in a book of 618 pages were devoted to 

school education in The Hawke Memoirs (Hawke, 1994, pp. 230-1). As far as ministers were 

concerned, despite Hawke’s need to provide support for minister Ryan in relation to an alleged 

“hit list,”  there is no mention of this in his memoirs, only a terse comment on the change of 

ministers: “Dawkins, quick, abrasive, but an adventurous lateral thinker, made formidable 

contributions to trade policy and in education, built imaginatively on the solid foundations laid 

by Susan Ryan.” (Hawke, 1994, p. 160) It was under John Dawkins that the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission was abolished. Any transformation on the part of Dawkins and Hawke 

lay in higher and further education. 

 Lingard argued for a “rearticulation” of the Karmel position on the role of the 

Commonwealth and efforts to create a national system: 

The notion of a national system of schooling consisting of diverse schools with 

considerable teacher and community autonomy, which may have been inherent in the 

Karmel vision, has not been achieved … In my view what is required is a rearticulation 

of the Karmel vision for these postmodern times. (Lingard, 1998b) 

Before turning to other matters, and in keeping with the SCOPE methodology of 

“looking beyond,” brief mention is made here of how three other federations have established 
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a federal role (drawing from Caldwell, 2018, pp. 41-55). Canada’s constitution forbids a federal 

role except in a few circumstances (First Nations people as well as people in the armed services 

and in prison). Ministers for education in the 10 provinces work together on matters of common 

interest through the Council of Education Ministers, Canada (CEMC). In the United States, 

where constitutional arrangements are similar to Australia’s in some respects, a federal 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) was established from 1979 when 

President Carter set up the Department of Education. Education now stands in its own right 

with a Secretary for Education in the President’s cabinet. The Department of Education now 

employs more than 4,000 people. Receiving federal funds usually depends on states meeting 

federally-set requirements. Germany is another federation but the federal government has a 

limited role. Under the Basic Law, länder (states) have the right to legislate on matters related 

to schools. The Federal Ministry of Education and Research sets regulations on aspects of 

vocational education, promotion of research, youth welfare, early childhood education and 

care, and financial assistance to students. The Standing Conference of the Ministers of 

Education and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz – KMK) endeavours to establish a 

degree of consistency and coherence across the länder. Its recommendations are not binding. 

The federal government and Länder cooperate for the assessment of performance of the 

different systems in international comparisons. There are no instances in these three countries 

of transformational leadership at the federal level like that of Gough Whitlam. 

Needs-based funding 

Needs-based funding and the role of the Commonwealth remain unresolved. Commonwealth 

funds are currently allocated through a legislated process, with detailed specification in the 

Education Act 2013. The National School Reform Agreement runs from 2019 to 2023. 

Agreements have been reached between Commonwealth and States on eight National Policy 

Initiatives. The Agreement is currently under review by the Productivity Commission and its 

interim report (Productivity Commission, 2022) paints a gloomy picture in the context of 

flatlining or decline in student achievement across the country. Much of the report reinforces 

what is already known.  

 Release of the interim report immediately triggered a fresh debate about needs-based 

funding. David Gonski provided a supportive response for a carefully targeted approach; the 

Australian Education Union called for an accelerated “stripping” of funding from non-

government schools and an increase in support for government schools (Bita, 2022a). It seems 

that the stage is set for a robust debate in which the same stakeholders rehearse the same 

arguments that swirled around the Commonwealth Schools Commission nearly 50 years ago 

and at the time of Gonski 1.0 a decade ago. 

In Waiting for Gonski (Greenwell & Bonnor, 2022) the authors hit on arrangements in 

countries I know well. I refer, in particular, to the governance of Catholic schools in Canada 

that are funded by government on the same basis as public schools but may not charge fees for 

tuition. They are attracted to the Canadian approach. Similarly for private schools that joined 

the state system in New Zealand in the mid-1970s and for most non-public schools in England. 

I could add Hong Kong where the majority of schools are owned and operated by churches or 

charitable organisations. Independent schools, of which there are few in these countries, remain 

independent of public funding. 

 Except for New Zealand there is a high level of equity in these countries, as indicated 

by performance in PISA. The same is the case for Finland, which still performs strongly. We 

found this to be the case in the International Project to Frame the Transformation of Schools. 

The researcher and system authorities in Finland declined to nominate high-performing 
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secondary schools for inclusion in case studies because their data showed that all schools 

performed at about the same high level. A convenient sample was chosen. 

Greenwell and Bonnor canvassed a range of options in addition to approaches in the 

countries mentioned above. They also rehearsed the possible responses of stakeholders who 

will oppose any move to reduce or freeze funding for some schools, especially high-fee 

independent schools. I take no position on these matters except to record my view that 

responses are likely to be as politically challenging as in the past, if not more so now that non-

government schools enrol more than one-third of students overall and nearly one-half of 

secondary students in some cities. The core value in the Karmel Report of “public and private 

schooling” continues to be honoured, and likely to remain so despite the inevitable skirmishes. 

School autonomy and learning 

What has been the impact of Whitlam and the Karmel Report and the values they espoused on 

outcomes for students now that 50 years have elapsed? My focus in addressing this question is 

limited to the impact of school autonomy (devolution, school self-management), drawing on 

the best available evidence. In doing so it is necessary to make clear that the related value in 

the Karmel Report (devolution) was internationally honoured in settings other than Australia 

although it is unlikely that policymakers in other countries would have ever heard of the report, 

let alone the aftermath in Australia.  

I subscribe to the view that money – financial capital—is critically important, indeed, 

it is necessary in any consideration of what is needed to raise levels of student achievement. It 

is necessary but not sufficient. The case for targeted and strategic use of additional funds must 

be made, as it was by the Productivity Commission (2022) and Gonski (Bita, 2022a). For 

example, it is simplistic and ineffective in most circumstances to reduce class size beyond what 

evidence suggests is necessary.18 

 A more complete view of resources emerged from findings in projects reported in Part 

2. Four forms of capital are critically important: intellectual, social, spiritual (defined broadly) 

and financial. These are optimised through good governance. Two schools may be identical in 

respect to their student profiles and level of funding yet one may have significantly higher 

levels of student achievement because of superior profiles as far as one or more of the other 

forms of capital are concerned. Professional autonomy trumps structural autonomy. 

A summation of the evidence on the impact of school autonomy was provided by 

OECDs education chief Andreas Schleicher who reviewed findings on most aspects of schools 

and school systems in World class: How to build a 21st-century school system (Schleicher, 

2020). He concluded: 

The data from PISA suggest that, once the state has set clear expectations for students, 

school autonomy in defining the details of the curriculum and assessments is positively 

related to the system’s overall performance. For example, school systems that provide 

their schools with greater discretion in student assessments, the courses offered, the 

course content and the textbooks used, tend to be the school systems that perform at 

higher levels on PISA, whatever the causal nature of that relationship. (Schleicher, 

2020, p. 109) 

Schleicher added an important qualification: “However, school autonomy will be self-

defeating if it is interpreted as functioning in isolation. Instead, autonomy should take the form 

of freedom and flexibility to work with many partners.” (Schleicher, 2020, p. 112) There is 

another important qualification related to the capacity of schools to effectively use a higher 

level of autonomy. Hanushek, Link and Woessmann drew on four waves of PISA tests 
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involving more than one million students from 42 countries. They summarised their findings 

in the following terms: 

Countries with otherwise strong institutions gain from decentralised decision-making 

in their schools, while countries that lack such strong existing structures may actually 

be hurt by decentralised decision-making. The negative effect in developing countries 

emerges most clearly in areas related to academic content, but also appears for 

autonomy in the areas of personnel and budgets. (Hanushek, Link & Woessmann, 2012)  

Efforts to implement different approaches to school autonomy are dependent on 

building the capacity of school leaders and their colleagues. At the time of the extended case 

study reported in Part 2 (1980s and 1990s) a limited capacity extended to the most basic aspects 

of school autonomy: What is a policy? How does the school link goals, policies, priorities, 

plans, budgets, implementation and evaluation? Experience with hundreds of schools and 

thousands of school leaders in many countries led to the formulation of 10 strategic intentions 

(out of 100) linking school autonomy and learning outcomes, the first of which was: “The 

primary purpose of self-management is to make a contribution to learning, so schools that 

aspire to success in this domain will make an unrelenting effort to utilise all of the capacities 

that accrue with self-management to achieve that end.” These intentions are contained in 

Appendix D. 

Some commentators argue that national and state curriculums are a constraint in 

Australia. For example, OECDs Andreas Schleicher, speaking at the National Catholic 

Education Conference in 2022, declared that the Australian Curriculum has “made learning 

often a mile wide, but just an inch deep.” (cited in Bita, 2022b) (see also Jensen & Ross, 2022a).  

Ben Jensen and Mailie Ross, from education consultancy Learning First, contended that 

the Australian Curriculum places an emphasis on skills at the expense of knowledge. Also. they 

argued that mantras such as “meeting students where they are at” and “individualised 

instruction” can lead to “disadvantaged students being taught at a lower level.”  “The evidence 

shows that when students who are behind are taught clearly identified and sequenced 

knowledge appropriate to their grade level, using high-quality instructional materials, they can 

accelerate their learning and make up huge ground.” (Jensen & Ross, 2022b) David Carvalho, 

CEO of ACARA, argued that there is a false dichotomy in preferring a knowledge-based 

curriculum to a skills-based curriculum; both should be addressed. (Carvalho, 2022) However, 

staff at ACARA, AITSL, AERO and other agencies and organisations would be tearing their 

hair out to read these words because they have together produced hundreds of instructional 

materials drawn from high-performing schools and classrooms. Jensen and Ross may be too 

harsh in generalising about “individualised instruction.” Sample indicators of personalised 

learning are contained in Appendix E.  

Before leaving this commentary on school autonomy it is helpful to acknowledge that 

some academics and teacher unions have opposed it from the outset, over many decades, 

mostly on ideological grounds but sometimes on the basis of their research. Appendix F 

summarises responses to a range of reasons for opposition or criticism, one of which has 

validity as highlighted below. 

An urgent matter 

The interim report of the Productivity Commission dealt at length with concerns about the 

workload of teachers and principals. This is consistent with findings in recent studies that led 

me to the following conclusion in School Curriculum and Quality of Teaching in Australia:  

For how much longer must teachers and principals, and organisations that represent 

them, report that their roles under the status quo are unmanageable? That it is so is 
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evident in expectations that Proficient teachers should perform well against 37 

standards, be in tune with expanding folios of evidence-based findings that should 

shape their work; respond to the needs of all students in their care through a form of 

personalised learning; keep up-to-date with advances in technology; manage the 

implications of the never-ending stream of reviews and inquiries; deal with mountains 

of administrative paperwork; and look after the wellbeing of their students, always, and 

especially in post-pandemic circumstances. Face-to-face teaching loads are far higher 

for primary and secondary teachers in Australia than for counterparts in high-

performing countries … Australia urgently needs a vision of the role of a fully 

professional teacher in the third decade of the 21st century, as exists in Finland 

(“teacher-as-researcher”) and Singapore (“teacher-in-an-inquiring-culture”). 

(Caldwell, 2022, p. 56) 

The interim report of the Productivity Commission gave examples of low-level tasks 

that divert attention from necessary and desirable professional work. School autonomy can be 

a burden on teachers and principals if they are required or proceed of their own volition to 

produce mountains of paperwork after countless hours of effort. For example, I have seen 

schools write strategic plans that extend to dozens of pages, a length that exceeds what is 

expected in large corporations and government departments. Five pages at most!  

CONCLUSION 

It is sobering to conclude that Australia has “hit the wall” in efforts to make it a high-

performing country, achieving standards of excellence and equity to ensure it will be among 

the best. It has become a cliché that we are spending more than ever before, in real terms, and 

have established a dizzying array of structures and processes at every level. Yet little of what 

has been accomplished to date or proposed will help us get there. Improving the quality of 

teaching and targeting money more effectively will certainly assist and it is vital that these have 

impact at the school level.   

It is my view based on the evidence presented in this paper that we have “over-egged” 

the role of the Commonwealth, a strong role for which was preferred by Whitlam, and in efforts 

to develop a national approach in such a large and diverse nation. Overall, and expressed 

bluntly, there has been no “education revolution.”19 With one exception,20 the high-performers 

are small countries, each being a unitary state, with lean structures for governance that is close 

to schools. This is not to deny the timely and effective work of the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission and successor initiatives, and the efforts of skilled professionals at the federal and 

state levels in subsequent years. The school must be the focus of  reform in the future. We 

know a lot about school autonomy, or devolution in Karmel’s terms, not to make this the 

priority, within centrally-determined frameworks at the state level or at the national level if 

states agree, as in Canada. 

The interim report of the Productivity Commission gives us a clue as to what should 

happen next. It included a statement of critical importance as far as the legacy of the Whitlam 

Government is concerned: 

A key challenge in lifting school performance is that policy deliberations — including 

as part of intergovernmental agreements — can be far removed from the daily realities 

of classrooms, teachers and students. A theme of this report is the need for the next 

NSRA [National School Reform Agreement] to move beyond system architecture and 

drive real improvements on the ground. To be successful, the NSRA will need to close 

the distance between national policy making and classroom practice. (Productivity 

Commission, 2022, p. 22) 
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This has major implications for school governance in Australia. Are policy 

deliberations at state and federal levels overwhelming a focus on schools?  
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APPENDIX A: TERMS OF REFERENCE OF INTERIM COMMITTEE FOR THE 

AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS COMMISSION 

 

Pending the establishment under statute of the Australian Schools Commission which will 

make continuing arrangements, the Interim Committee will:  

1. (a) examine the position of both government and non-government primary and secondary 

schools in all States and in the A.C.T. and the N.T. 

(b)  make recommendations to the Minister for Education and Science as to the immediate    

financial needs of schools, priorities within those needs, and appropriate measures to assist in 

meeting those· needs, including: (i) grants from the Commonwealth to the States in respect of 

both government and non-government schools; (ii) funds for government schools and grants to 

non-government schools in the A.C.T. and the N.T.; (iii) the conditions under which those 

grants are to be made available.  

2. In carrying out its task the Interim Committee will:  

(a) work towards establishing acceptable standards for those schools, government and non-

government alike, which fall short of those standards.  

(b) take into account: (i) where necessary, both the expansion of existing schools and the 

establishment of new ones; (ii) the particular needs of schools for the handicapped, whether 

mental, physical or social, and of isolated children; (iii) the diversity of curricula to meet 

differing aptitudes and interests of students; (iv) plans for development of particular areas.  

(c) promote the economic use of resources.  

(d) consult with the States and representatives of non-government schools and with appropriate 

authorities in the A.C.T. and N.T.  

3. The grants recommended by the Interim Committee will be:  

(a) for the period 1 January 1974 to 31 December 1975.  

(b) in addition to existing Commonwealth commitments.  

(c) directed towards increased expenditure on schools and not in substitution for continuing 

efforts by the States and non-government school authorities.  

4. The reports of the Interim Committee will be made public promptly by the Minister. 

 

 

(Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973, p. 3) 
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APPENDIX B: INDICATORS OF INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL 

 

High-performing schools in the International Project to Frame the Transformation of Schools 

adopted a range of approaches to strengthening their intellectual capital. Ten indicators of 

intellectual capital are listed below. Six marked with an asterisk (*) were evident in all 30 

outstanding secondary schools in six countries; four with a hash (#) were demonstrated in the 

majority of schools.  

 

1. *The staff allocated to or selected by the school are at the forefront of knowledge and skill 

in required disciplines and pedagogies.  

2. *The school identifies and implements outstanding practice observed in or reported by 

other schools. 

3. *The school has built a substantial, systematic and sustained capacity for acquiring and 

sharing professional knowledge.  

4. #Outstanding professional practice is recognised and rewarded. 

5. *The school supports a comprehensive and coherent plan for the professional development 

of all staff that reflects its needs and priorities.  

6. #When necessary, the school outsources to augment the professional talents of its staff  

7. *The school participates in networks with other schools and individuals, organisations, 

institutions and agencies, in education and other fields, to share knowledge, solve problems 

or pool resources. 

8. *The school ensures that adequate funds are set aside in the budget to support the 

acquisition and dissemination of professional knowledge. 

9. #The school provides opportunities for staff to innovate in their professional practice. 

10. #The school supports a ‘no-blame’ culture which accepts that innovations often fail. 

 

 

(Caldwell & Harris, 2008, p. 60) 
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APPENDIX C: LINKS TO STUDENT OUTCOMES OF TARGETED PERSONALISED LEARNING 

Links between a school decision to adopt a “Targeted Personalised Approach” and higher levels of achievement for selected students, as 

demonstrated at Millmerran State P-10 School in Queensland (Caldwell, 2016, p. 124) 
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adopt Targeted 
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Ongoing support for 

students in small 

groups nominated 
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Higher levels of 
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preparation for 
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• Small groups 
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teachers 

• Differentiated 

approach 

• Life skills 

addressed 

Analysis of data by 

teachers and those 

providing support 

• Students gain 

new knowledge 

and skill 

• Students gain 

confidence and 

build resilience 
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APPENDIX D: STRATEGIC INTENTIONS LINKING AUTONOMY TO LEARNING 

 

1. The primary purpose of self-management is to make a contribution to learning, so schools 

that aspire to success in this domain will make an unrelenting effort to utilise all of the 

capacities that accrue with self-management to achieve that end. 

2. There will be clear, explicit and planned links, either direct or indirect, between each of 

the capacities that come with self-management and activities in the school that relate to 

learning and teaching and the support of learning and teaching. 

3. There is a strong association between the mix and capacities of staff, and success in 

addressing needs and priorities in learning, so schools will develop a capacity to optimally 

select staff, taking account of these needs and priorities. 

4. There is a strong association between the knowledge and skills of staff and learning 

outcomes for students, so schools will employ their capacity for self-management to 

design, select, implement or utilise professional development programs to help ensure 

these outcomes. 

5. A feature of staff selection and professional development will be the building of high-

performance teams whose work is needs-based and data-driven, underpinned by a culture 

that values quality, effectiveness, equity and efficiency. 

6. There is a strong association between social capital and learning outcomes, so schools will 

utilise their capacities for self-management to build an alliance of community interests to 

support a commitment to high achievement for all students. 

7. Self-managing schools will not be distracted by claims and counter-claims for competition 

and the impact of market forces, but will nonetheless market their programs with integrity, 

building the strongest possible links between needs and aspirations of the community, 

program design, program implementation and program outcomes. 

8. Schools will have a capacity for ‘backward mapping’ in the design and implementation of 

programs for learning, starting from goals, objectives, needs and desired outcomes, and 

working backwards to determine courses of action that will achieve success, utilising 

where possible and appropriate the capacities that accrue with self-management. 

9. Incentive, recognition and reward schemes will be designed that make explicit the links 

between effort and outcomes in the take-up of capacities for self-management and 

improvement in learning outcomes, acknowledging that as much if not more attention must 

be given to intrinsic as to extrinsic incentives and rewards. 

10. A key task for principals and other school leaders is to help make effective the links 

between capacities for self-management and learning outcomes, and to ensure that support 

is available when these links break down or prove ineffective. 

 

 

(10 of 100 strategic intentions in Caldwell & Spinks, 1998, pp. 217-218) 
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APPENDIX E: INDICATORS OF PERSONALISED LEARNING 

 

The following sample indicators of personalised learning were developed by the author after a 

review of research in national and international settings. Each assumes that schools have the 

capacity to identify students in need of personalised learning. See Appendix C for an 

illustration. 

 

1. The school has the authority and capacity to tailor the curriculum to meet the needs and 

interests of its students. 

2. There is an assessment system in place that provides a picture at any moment in time of 

each student’s progress against targets and expectations. 

3. There is a system in place that ensures that each student who falls behind against targets 

and expectations is given immediate support to catch up. 

4. There is a written learning plan for each student that can be made available to all on a 

right-to-know basis including the student and parents. There may be a common plan that 

applies to most students in a classroom. 

5. Each student knows and understands in an age-appropriate way their learning plan.  

6. Each student has at least one person who has knowledge of their educational needs, 

learning plan and progress, and can provide or access and then deliver support immediately 

if it is required. 

7. Each student knows that they are supported and cared for by the school. 

8. Each student knows how to access support and care whenever they require it. 

9. The parent or carer knows about the learning plan and progress of their child and is kept 

informed of necessary support whenever it is required and provided. 

10. Each student knows, understands and practices the values and behaviours that are expected 

of all students in the school and more broadly in society. 

 

What the Productivity Commission has reported 

Research suggests that targeted interventions are effective, particularly small group or 

one-to-one tuition. Intensive, targeted support allows the teacher to focus on the needs 

of a small number of learners, providing teaching that is closely matched to pupil 

understanding and opportunities for greater levels of interaction and feedback. 

International evidence from two high performing nations — Finland and Singapore — 

shows that small group tuition can improve learning by around four months over one 

or two school terms. (Productivity Commission, 2022, p. 81 citing a submission from 

AERO) 
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APPENDIX F: RESPONDING TO CRITICISMS OF SCHOOL AUTONOMY 

 

An evidence-based assessment of nine criticisms of the self-managing school (school 

autonomy) (adapted from Caldwell & Spinks, 2013, pp. 24-25)  

 

Criticism Evidence 

1. Self-management is an attempt to 

privatise public schools. 

Self-managing schools have remained in the 

public system. Contributions from the not-for-

profit, philanthropic and corporate sectors have 

not changed the relationship between 

government and public schools.  

2. Self-management is a fad.  There has been a consistent trend to self-

management over more than five decades, in 

Australia and comparable countries. 

3. Self-management is about 

capacity to hire and fire staff. 

“Hire” and “fire” imply an authority to employ 

or dismiss that is not evident in public schools 

except for short-term appointments. The loose 

use of these terms has often given rise to heated 

debate when the correct terms for the processes 

are “select” and “transfer” since the contract of 

employment remains with a central authority.  

4. Self-management harms efforts to 

achieve equity. 

Evidence from OECD studies suggests the 

opposite, providing there is a balance of 

autonomy, accountability and choice. The 

trend to self-management has invariably been 

accompanied by efforts to develop a student 

needs-based approach to the allocation of funds 

to schools and these normally contain an equity 

component. The issue is the overall quantum of 

resources available to schools regardless of the 

degree of centralisation and decentralisation.  

5. Self-management is associated 

with efforts to reduce public 

expenditure on government 

schools. 

Self-management has been introduced in good 

times and bad as far as the resourcing of 

schools is concerned.  

6. Self-management should not be 

implemented because it fails to 

address the needs of small 

schools, schools in remote or 

highly disadvantaged settings. 

A one-size-suits-all approach is not supported 

by the evidence on successful policy and 

practice and there are no advocates for such an 

approach. Needs-based approaches in funding 

models are necessary. 



36 

7. Self-management has no impact 

on learning. 

While evidence was mixed at best in the first 

decades of self-management, this was because 

there was no purposeful link to learning and 

there was an absence of data on student 

achievement that would enable a judgement to 

be made. The weight of evidence since the turn 

of the century supports the case for a positive 

impact providing decisions at the local level are 

focused on learning and teaching and staff have 

the necessary capacities  

8. Self-management is a distraction 

for principals and teachers who 

should focus instead on 

educational leadership and 

student learning. 

This statement captures a legitimate concern 

and there is evidence in some settings that this 

is the case in Australia, as discussed in Part 3 

(Strategic Commentary) 

9. Self-management reflects a lack 

of commitment to the needs of the 

system. 

Networking professional knowledge and 

resources is more evident now than ever, as is 

the connection between autonomy and 

accountability. 
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NOTES 

1 The Committee was set up “pending the establishment under statute of the Australian Schools 

Commission that will make continuing arrangements.” (Interim Committee for the Australian 

Schools Commission, 1973, p. 3) 

2 Kim Beazley Sr was a trained teacher who served before entering parliament as Vice-

President of the State School Teachers’ Union in Western Australia. 

3 Whitlam’s short term as Minister for Education is explained by the division of portfolios after 

his government was sworn in on 5 December 1972. That government consisted of two people 

(duumvirate), Whitlam and the Deputy Prime Minister, Lance Barnard. They divided all 

ministries between them. A conventional cabinet and ministry were sworn in two weeks later. 

4 Reference to states is taken in this article to refer also to the two territories (Australian Capital 

Territory and Northern Territory.) 

5 Extended interviews with Peter Karmel by Tony Ryan may be accessed at 

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-217275769/listen. Karmel’s entry in Wikipedia provides 

considerable detail on his career. 

6 Karmel stated in an interview with the author in 2006 that there was little overlap of the SA 

inquiry of 1971 and the work of the Interim Committee and its report in 1973. 

7 Public funds can now be directed to parents in some states through a “voucher” type of 

scheme. This enables parents to exercise their choice of school where fees are to be paid. This 

is quite different to public funding of church-run schools, generally understood to be state 

support for a religion, which is not allowed under the Constitution. 

8 Superintendent Michael Strembitsky had recently returned from study leave at Columbia 

University, New York. It is generally understood that he formed his views on decentralising 

the budget during this time. 

9 In 1985 Robert Fordham was the first recipient of the Gold Medal of the Australian Council 

for Educational Administration (now ACEL). He remains the only minister to be so honoured. 

10 Cambridge Education Associates is now part of the Mott MacDonald Group which has a 

global reach in many fields including school education. 

11 It is noteworthy that it was not until a form of school autonomy was adopted that departments 

of education had to wrestle with the problem of how much money was to be decentralised to 

schools. In this way, the loss of Commonwealth funding in the Disadvantaged Schools Program 

described by Lingard (1998a) was addressed at the state level in the formula funding of schools. 

12 The author’s role was to join an implementation team planning the roll-out of Schools of the 

Future, chair the Education Committee of the School Global Budget, conduct with Max 

Sawatzki the residential program for 1,100 principals, and serve on the research team for the 

Cooperative Research Project. He led two seminars with Don Hayward soon after the 

publication of Caldwell and Hayward (1998), one in Los Angeles for senior officials in the Los 

Angeles Unified School District, the other in Paris for senior officials in the ministry of 

education and staff at OECD. 

13 Hayward later wrote an autobiography under the title The reluctant politician (Hayward, 

2016) which included an account of his time as minister for education. 

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-217275769/listen
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14 Three pamphlets were integrated in Re-imagining educational leadership (Caldwell, 2006), 

with Foreword by Professor Sir Michael Barber, former head of the Prime Minister’s Delivery 

Unit at 10 Downing Street. Caldwell and Spinks (2008) was a book in a Leading School 

Transformation Series that bore the logo of SSAT/iNet.  

15 The reason for the involvement of Wales arose from the interest of Steve Marshall, Director 

of DELLS, who had served previously as Director of Education and Children’s Service (DECS) 

in South Australia and a senior leader in school education in Victoria. 

16 For example, in Western Australia, the distance from the education department in Perth to a 

school in Halls Creek in WA is 2854 kilometres by air, more than the distance from London to 

Moscow (2500 km). 

17 Former PM John Howard agreed with Whitlam on one aspect of the latter’s vision for 

Commonwealth-State relations: “I agree with Gough Whitlam: if we were starting Australia 

from scratch, we wouldn’t have states; rather we would have a strong central government and 

perhaps 12 or so regional governments with fewer powers than the states currently have.” 

(Howard, 2022, p. 147) Howard went on to say that this was “day-dreaming.” 

18 The interim report of the Productivity Commission described the Commission’s research on 

this issue. Basing its study on  earlier work in the United States by Eric Hanushek: “The 

Commission found that a highly-effective teacher who is one standard deviation above the 

average teacher, instructing a classroom of 15 students, could increase the average lifetime 

earnings of the classroom by about $530 000 each year; or about $35 000 per student … This 

effect increases with both class size and teacher effectiveness  … (Productivity Commission, 

2022, p. 130). This finding was not a recommendation; some media accounts implied that it 

was.  

19 In his research on the legacy of the Rudd Labor Government’s “education revolution,” Glenn 

Savage, University of Western Australia, observed that “the education revolution and 

subsequent reforms can be understood as part of a wide-ranging and ongoing project of national 

transformation. “ (Savage, 2021, p. 14) 

20 The exception is Canada, a federation. Since there is no role for its federal government, each 

of its provinces and territories functions like a small unitary state as far as school education is 

concerned. 
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