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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The survey and its findings are part of the Australian contribution to the
International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL). Researchers from
seven countries are involved in the project (Australia, Canada – Alberta and
Saskatchewan, China – Hong Kong, England, Finland, Israel and Singapore)
which was established at a meeting in Jerusalem in May 2014 convened by
Professor Ami Volansky, former Chief Scientist in the Ministry of Education. At the
same time, the survey is intended to provide information to policymakers,
practitioners, researchers and others with an interest or stake in public education
in Australia with information to guide further developments in school autonomy.
Australian contributions thus far include a review of national and international
evidence on the links between school autonomy and student achievement, case
studies in four schools in three jurisdictions (ACT, Queensland and Victoria), a
review of developments and outcomes as reported in national and international
literature dealing with new curriculum and pedagogies, and a fifth case study
st
(Victoria) of a school that has made good progress in addressing 21 century
skills under conditions of autonomy.
It is important to make clear at the outset that the survey reported here was not in
itself a comprehensive study of school autonomy. It is restricted to a relatively
small number of issues of particular interest at this stage of the ISSAL project.
Earlier and later studies taken together with the findings of this survey provide a
more complete picture of the phenomenon.
Definitions
Autonomy for public schools in Australia refers to the decentralisation from the
system to the school of significant authority to make decisions, especially in
respect to curriculum, pedagogy, personnel and resources, within a centrallydetermined framework of goals, policies, curriculum, standards and
accountabilities.
Learning outcomes refer to student performance in matters considered important
by the school and school system, as indicated in a range of ways, including
results in national, system, school or classroom tests or assessments; and the
success of students beyond the school in following various pathways in
employment or further and higher education.
Methodology
The questionnaire was developed with the aid of experts in the ISSAL project and
key people in organisations in Australia with an interest or expertise in the area.
Arrangements were made with ACER to draw a stratified sample of 630 schools
across Australia, representing slightly fewer than 10 percent of public schools in
categories to be surveyed (primary, secondary, combined primary-secondary,
special). The questionnaire was delivered online to the sample in May 2016.
Response and completion rates, while low, were consistent with surveys of this
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kind. The characteristics of respondents’ schools were similar to the
characteristics of those in the ACER sample. The Kruskal-Wallis test was
employed to identify any statistically significant differences among different groups
of respondents.
Summary of findings
The findings of the survey are summarised in the table below for each of the subquestions that were adapted for Australia from those that were common to each of
the countries participating in the ISSAL project. These findings are derived from
the responses of all principals taken together. Differences among the different
groups of respondents are summarised after the table and these highlight the
importance of context in describing how autonomy is perceived and experienced
in Australia.
Sub-question
addressed in survey
of principals in
Australia

Summary of findings



Is the extent of
autonomy greater
than, about the same
as or less than what
was provided five
years ago?

Nearly half of the principals
reported that schools had more
autonomy than five years ago.
Very few reported less autonomy.



To what extent do
schools have the
authority to make
significant decisions in
curriculum, pedagogy,
personnel and
resources?

Relatively few decisions listed at
the right are made by the system
without consultation with the
school. Schools tend to make
decisions within a centrallydetermined framework. A
noteworthy finding is the
relatively large number of
principals who report making the
selection of teaching and nonteaching staff in full autonomy
(within terms and conditions of
enterprise agreements).



To what extent does
autonomy enable
principals to make
decisions that help
achieve improved
learning outcomes?

Principals generally perceive
factors listed at the right help
achieve improved learning
outcomes. Capacities to raise
funds locally or to form a school
board or council were viewed
positively but less so than other
factors.

ii

 Adapting national/system curriculum to
reflect local context
 Adapting national/system curriculum to
address special education needs
 Determining approaches to learning
 Adopting new or innovative curricula
 Selecting continuing teaching staff
 Selecting continuing non-teaching staff
 Raising funds from the wider community
to support the school
 Formulating the budget of the school for
funds provided to your school by the
system
 Establishing a school board/council



What approaches do
principals adopt to
build the capacity of
their staff to make
decisions that will help
improve learning
outcomes?

A large majority of principals
considered they employed all
strategies listed at the right to a
moderate to very frequent extent.
This is most encouraging if
generalised to all schools across
the country since each is
invariably included in lists of what
ought to be done. It may be that
some principals were rating what
is desirable as much as what is
current practice.

How has the school
system built an
enduring capacity
among its schools to
exercise their
autonomy?

Principals provided generally
positive ratings on the
effectiveness of the strategies
listed at the right that systems
adopt to build capacity for
autonomy. This suggests a
strong culture of autonomy is
being built. Noteworthy were the
consistently high ratings of
effectiveness of setting schoolbased targets for improvement.

To what extent is
there an enduring
capacity among
schools to exercise
their autonomy?

Principals generally gave high
ratings of the extent to which an
enduring capacity is being built
across the system and in their
own schools. Ratings were
generally higher for their own
schools.





Analyses revealed no statistically
significant differences among
groups of respondents. This was
one of only two instances where
this was the case.

 I make use of system support /
consultants
 I make use of non-system support /
consultants
 I take a lead in encouraging staff to
engage in professional learning at the
school level
 I arrange the timetable to allow
professional learning to occur during the
school day
 I ensure professional learning among
staff is consistent with school priorities
 I take a lead in encouraging staff to
engage in professional learning beyond
the school
 I provide leadership opportunities for staff
 I personally model the exercise of
professional autonomy, for example, take
action on the basis of assessment data
 I encourage teachers to adopt new or
innovative approaches to learning and
teaching
 I make use of student test results or
assessments,
including
NAPLAN
(except for special schools) to set
priorities in school plans
 Consistent advocacy by the state /
territory government / minister
 Consistent advocacy by the senior
leaders of the system
 Consistent advocacy by professional
associations
 System-level support for principals as
they build a capacity to exercise
autonomy
 Inclusion of desired capacities in
performance
management
and
development plans for principals
 System-level support for teachers as they
build a capacity to exercise professional
autonomy
 Inclusion of desired capacities in
performance
management
and
development plans for teachers
 Setting system-wide targets for the
demonstration of desired capacities
 Setting school-specific targets for the
demonstration of desired capacities
 System requirements for school review
 System requirements for school
accountability
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What should the
school system do to
secure alignment
across the system as
far as quality and
equity is concerned?



To what extent do
accountability
structures and
processes support or
constrain the exercise
of autonomy in
schools?

There was a dichotomy in the
ratings of items listed at the right.
Six are generally viewed as clearly
constraining and four are
perceived to be both constraining
and supporting. In the first
category are 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 are 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.

What new pedagogies
have been developed
in schools? What
progress has been
made?

Principals were asked to assess
progress for several pedagogies
that are common to most lists of
so-called 21st century skills,
especially collaboration, creativity,
problem-solving, communication,
and new approaches to the use of
digital literacy/ technologies in
learning. Also included were new
topics or new emphases in the
traditional curriculum. Most involve
new approaches to assessment
and the creation of new
assessment rubrics. They reported
moderate to high levels of
progress in each instance, with
most progress for collaboration
and least for the use of digital
literacy/ technologies in learning.
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Principals were invited to rate the
effectiveness of strategies adopted
by their school systems to secure
alignment across the system for
quality and equity. This item did
not specifically refer to autonomy.
All items were considered to be
more effective than ineffective.

 Consistent advocacy for quality and
equity
 Needs-based funding of school budgets
 Setting targets for the system
 Monitoring of targets for the system
 Setting targets for schools
 Monitoring of targets for schools
 Conferences at system level
 Conferences at regional level
 Conferences at network level
 Support for principals on related matters
 Support for teachers on related matters









National/system curriculum
National/system testing
Expectations/demands on your time
Expectations/demands on teacher time
National/system targets for improvement
Compliance requirements
Performance management requirements
for principals
 Performance management requirements
for teachers
 System requirements for school review
 System requirements for school
accountability

 New topics or new emphases in the
traditional curriculum
 Higher priority on collaboration
 Higher priority on creativity
 Higher priority on problem-solving
 Higher priority on communication
 New approaches to the use of digital
literacy / technologies in learning
 New forms of assessment

What is principals’
level of confidence in
autonomy as one
strategy for helping to
achieve higher levels
of student
achievement?

The pattern of responses was
clear: 10.9 percent of principals
provided a rating on the low side of
‘moderate’ whereas 68.7 percent
rated it on the high side of
‘moderate.

Taking all things into
account, would
principals prefer
more, less or about
the same level of
autonomy?

A majority of principals (57.9
percent) prefer more autonomy.
Just 2.8 percent prefer less
autonomy while 39.3 percent
prefer the same as at present.
There were no statistically
significant differences (p<0.05)
among the preferences of different
groups of principals, one of only
two instances where this was the
case.

Context
Any view that autonomy, as defined for this survey, is perceived or experienced in
the same way across the country was quickly dispelled when the Kruskal-Wallis
test was applied to the findings summarised above. A total of 58 statistically
significant differences (p<0.05) were found among the responses of the various
categories of respondents. These differences are summarised below.
Type/level of school (9 statistically significant differences)
Noteworthy is the higher level of autonomy reported by principals of special
schools than reported by their counterparts, reflecting the markedly different
student make-up in their schools and the complexity of approaches to learning
and teaching. Many decisions in response to these circumstances simply cannot
be made centrally. Combined primary-secondary schools in the public sector are
found mainly in provincial or remote/very remote settings and it is understandable
that they seek the support of system support/consultants and value conferences
at the regional level to a greater extent than their counterparts. Noteworthy is that
principals of these schools considered setting targets for the system to be more
effective than their counterparts, with performance management requirements for
principals seen as more supportive than constraining.
Years of experience as principal/acting principal in current school (12 statistically
significant differences)
The differences among groups are striking but understandable. Principals with
three years or less of experience in their current schools report more autonomy
than five years ago and more readily seek support. They are comfortable with the
setting of system-wide targets. Principals with more years of experience in their
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current school report more progress in the implementation of 21 century skills
and a higher level of autonomy in adapting curriculum, both generally and in
response to special education needs. The longest-serving principals in their
current schools considered conferences at the system level to be more effective
than did their counterparts.
Total years of experience as a principal/acting principal (3 statistically significant
differences)
Consistent with the foregoing, when total years of experience as principals is
taken into account, those with fewer years of experience place a higher value on
system support. Principals with the longest experience report more autonomy than
five years ago.
Size of school (5 statistically significant differences)
Principals of large schools considered system requirements for school review to
be more effective that did their counterparts and reported greater progress in the
st
implementation of several 21 century skills. Principals of moderate-sized schools
reported a higher level of effectiveness of advocacy of quality and equity than did
their counterparts and perceived national/system targets for improvement to be
more supportive than constraining.
Location of school (15 statistically significant differences)
Twelve of 15 statistically significant differences concerning the location of schools
were associated with remote/very remote schools. These schools reported a
higher level of autonomy on some matters, valued system support as well as
national/system frameworks for performance management, school review and
accountability. They also valued advocacy of quality and equity by system leaders
as well as conferences at the regional level. Principals of metropolitan schools
reported more use of system support/consultants and the use of test results such
as NAPLAN. They also reported greater progress in the implementation of some
st
21 century skills.
ICSEA score of school (1 statistically significant difference)
It is surprising that the ICSEA score for a school, essentially a measure of socioeducational advantage and SES, was identified only once among the 58
statistically significant differences when the Kruskal-Wallis test was applied. It is
counter to a popular view of the relevance of ICSEA to school autonomy. The
single difference is, however, particularly noteworthy: ‘Principals in schools with
relatively high ICSEA scores reported more autonomy than did their counterparts
in the selection of non-teaching staff’.
Board/council (13 statistically significant differences)
The findings for principals of schools with a board or council that has authority to
make decisions that require action by the principal are particularly striking. Not
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only do they report more authority than did their counterparts in the selection of
teaching and non-teaching staff but they reported a higher impact on learning of
such decisions. They see matters related to the performance management of
principals, school review and accountability as more supportive than constraining.
They are more confident in the efficacy of autonomy as one strategy for improving
learning. Principals of schools that had a board or council which provide advice or
recommendations only reported as more effective than their counterparts the
setting and monitoring of targets for the system. Performance requirements for
principals were seen as more supportive than constraining. Principals of schools
with no board or council considered needs-based funding of schools to be more
effective than did their counterparts.
Discussion
The APPA study
The survey reported in these pages was conducted about two years after a survey
on autonomy was conducted by the Australian Primary Principals Association
(APPA). There are notable differences between the two studies. The APPA survey
involved principals of government, Catholic and independent primary principals,
with responses from about 10 percent of all such principals. School systems were
identified. In contrast, the current survey involved a sample of principals of
primary, secondary, combined primary-secondary and special schools, and school
systems were not identified. There was no finer-grained analysis to identify
differences between groups in the APPA study like there was in the current
survey. There were, however, several striking similarities in the findings where
general comparisons were possible: principals in the APPA study reported
generally high levels of freedom to make decisions, especially in adapting
curriculum and pedagogy, as well as teacher professional learning, and believed
that this freedom is associated with improved learning outcomes. Principals in the
APPA survey strongly supported the engagement of external agents in assessing
their school’s performance as they also did as far as their capacity to influence the
recruitment of staff is concerned. They generally preferred greater freedom to
address staff under-performance. They valued the opportunity to work with other
schools and some had the freedom to enter into educational contractual
arrangements, which they perceived had a positive impact on learning outcomes.
Role of school board or council
Findings related to the role of the school board or council are interesting. On the
one hand, principals did not perceive them to have a particularly strong influence
on learning outcomes. On the other hand, principals of schools with a board or
council that has authority to make decisions that require action by the principal
reported more authority than did their counterparts in the selection of teaching and
non-teaching staff, and they reported a higher impact on learning of such
decisions. It seems that the board or council empowered the principal, or the
principal felt more empowered, in these matters. These principals seem more
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comfortable with matters related to performance management, school review and
accountability.
Constraints on autonomy
Nowhere in the Australian setting is it argued that schools should have complete
autonomy. All schools, including those in the Catholic and independent sectors
are constrained in significant ways. The dichotomous nature of most findings in
the survey are noteworthy, with principals generally comfortable with (supportive
of) performance management, school review and accountability but identifying as
especially constraining matters related to national/system curriculum and testing
and expectations/demands on their time. They reported that compliance
requirements were particularly constraining, and this is a matter taken up in the
short list of recommendations.
Sense of system
Nowhere in the findings is there a sense that a relatively high level of autonomy is
synonymous with a loss of system, that is, that a set of somewhat independent
schools has been created with recent trends. The support of the system is
generally reported to be effective, in autonomy and in efforts to achieve quality
and equity. These observations apply also to schools in remote/very remote
settings which, interestingly, report a relatively high level of autonomy, but they
clearly value the work of system support/consultants.
A culture of autonomy
There is ample evidence in the findings that schools and school systems are
making good progress in building a culture of autonomy in the sense adopted for
the study. The various items referring to building an ‘enduring capacity’ are
notable examples. This is a general finding, but there is evidence of developments
that principals find highly constraining, and these present a threat to the creation
of a strong culture. This refers, in particular, to the demands on the principals’ time
and the weight of compliance requirements.
Caution
As always with surveys of this kind, there is a need for caution in the interpretation
of the findings. One such caution relates to the limitation on their generalisability.
The second is to note that there was a diversity of responses for each item in the
survey even though there were many statistically significant differences among
groups of respondents. The third derives from the wider context of the
contributions from Australia to the International Study on School Autonomy
(ISSAL). For example, whether or not autonomy makes a difference as far as
learning outcomes are concerned depends to a large extent on whether schools
have a capacity to make the link to learning. This raises the question about
programs for the preparation and ongoing professional development of principals
which are addressed in the next and final phase of ISSAL. Anecdotal evidence
and feedback from the leaders of several key stakeholders on a draft of this report
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suggests that programs offered by some jurisdictions may focus more on matters
related to compliance than building a capacity for the exercise of professional
autonomy.
Recommendations
Three short inter-related recommendations are offered to conclude the report.
System support
It is clear that principals generally appreciate the support of their school systems
that should be commended for the progress they have made in this regard.
However, there is evidence that, despite good intentions and some progress,
many principals would appreciate more, especially those in the early years of their
principalship and those in remote/very remote settings.
Workload and compliance requirements
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.
Leadership development
It seems from the evidence that principals become more ‘comfortable’ with
autonomy as they gain experience in the role. Those with few years of experience
seem less certain or seek higher levels of support. While ‘learning from
experience’ is part of any professional role, there is merit in the design and
delivery of programs of preparation and professional learning that will accelerate
the process of leading under conditions of autonomy. This is the next stage of the
ISSAL project.

ix
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PART A: PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY
This is the first of three parts in the report of a survey of principals in Australia
seeking their views on a range of matters related to school autonomy and student
learning. It provides a summary of the purposes and methodology of this
contribution to the International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL).
Part B reports the findings while Part C provides a discussion of the findings along
with implications and recommendations for policy and practice.
It is important to make clear at the outset that the survey was not in itself a
comprehensive study of school autonomy. It is restricted to a relatively small
number of issues of particular interest at this stage of the ISSAL project. Earlier
and later studies taken together with the findings of this survey provide a more
complete picture of the phenomenon.
CONTEXT
International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL)
The survey and its findings are part of the Australian contribution to the
International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL). Researchers from
seven countries are involved in the project (Australia, Canada – Alberta and
Saskatchewan, China – Hong Kong, England, Finland, Israel and Singapore)
which was established at a meeting in Jerusalem in May 2014 convened by
Professor Ami Volansky, former Chief Scientist in the Ministry of Education. At the
same time, the survey is intended to provide information to policymakers,
practitioners, researchers and others with an interest or stake in public education
with information to guide further developments in school autonomy.
Purpose
The purpose of ISSAL is to explore the impact of different policy approaches to
school autonomy across different contexts and the ways in which school leaders
exercise their degrees of freedom to initiate and sustain curriculum and
pedagogical improvement and innovation.
Research questions
The research question guiding work in ISSAL is ‘How does school autonomy – in
terms of both structures and cultures - influence leadership practices in relation to
st
curriculum and learning across eight jurisdictions in the 21 Century?’ More
specifically:
1. What aspects of structural autonomy are the most influential on leadership
practices in relation to learning?
2. How do school leaders consistently utilise their autonomy to improve
student learning and outcomes, to develop successful lifelong learners,
and to develop new pedagogies and competencies? In particular, how do
they develop staff capacity, quality and distributed leadership?
3. How do different school systems build cultures of autonomy?
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4. How do accountability structures (including national tests, inspection and
targets) support or constrain the development of cultures of autonomy?
5. What are the roles that need to be undertaken by intermediate level
structures (i.e. districts, authorities, divisions) to ensure equity and whole
system performance, and how do these roles impact on school
autonomy?
6. How is any of the above influenced by school context?
st
7. What practices aimed at fostering new pedagogies for the 21 Century
exist in the schools? What are the views/conceptions of school leaders
st
regarding the development of these 21 Century competencies and of the
pedagogical challenges involved in their implementation?
Australian contribution
The Australian contribution to ISSAL is led by Professor Emeritus Brian Caldwell,
managing director and principal consultant at Educational Transformations and
honorary professorial fellow at the University of Melbourne where he served as
dean of education from 1998 to 2004.
Contributions thus far include a review of national and international evidence on
the links between school autonomy and student achievement (Caldwell 2014),
case studies in four schools in three jurisdictions (ACT, Queensland and Victoria)
(Caldwell 2015), a review of developments and outcomes as reported in national
and international literature dealing with new curriculum and pedagogies, and a
fifth case study (Victoria) of a school that has made good progress in addressing
st
21 century skills under conditions of autonomy (Caldwell 2016a). This work was
supported by funds from the Australian Government Department of Education and
Training. The findings of the initial review of evidence and the first four case
studies were reported at a forum on school autonomy held at Parliament House in
Canberra on 19 August 2015. Reports of the Australian contribution have been
provided to other participants in ISSAL. Work thus far has been brought together
in a book to be published by ACER Press (Caldwell 2016b).
The focus in the first half of 2016 was a survey of a stratified sample of principals
across Australia to address aspects of the research questions listed above, as
adapted to the Australian context. Design, delivery and analysis are supported by
an extension of funding from the Australian Government Department of Education
and Training.
Definitions
The following definitions were adopted for the survey:
Autonomy for public schools in Australia refers to the decentralisation
from the system to the school of significant authority to make decisions,
especially in respect to curriculum, pedagogy, personnel and resources,
within a centrally-determined framework of goals, policies, curriculum,
standards and accountabilities.
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Learning outcomes refer to student performance in matters considered
important by the school and school system, as indicated in a range of
ways, including results in national, system, school or classroom tests or
assessments; and the success of students beyond the school in following
various pathways in employment or further and higher education.
Sub-questions addressed in the survey
Table 1 lists sub-questions that may reasonably be addressed in all countries
represented in ISSAL (column 1) and adaptations of these sub-questions that
were addressed in the Australian survey (column 2).
Table 1: Sub-questions addressed in survey
No.

Sub-question common to all in
ISSAL

Sub-question addressed in survey of
principals in Australia

1

What aspects of structural

autonomy are the most
influential on leadership
practices in relation to learning?


Is the extent of autonomy greater
than, about the same as or less than
what was provided five years ago?




To what extent do schools have the
authority to make significant
decisions in curriculum, pedagogy,
personnel and resources?
To what extent does autonomy
enable principals to make decisions
that help achieve improved learning
outcomes?

2

How do school leaders
consistently utilise their
autonomy to improve student
learning and outcomes, to
develop successful lifelong
learners, and to develop new
pedagogies and competencies?
In particular, how do they
develop staff capacity, quality
and distributed leadership?

What approaches do principals
adopt to build the capacity of their
staff to make decisions that will help
improve learning outcomes?

3

How do different school systems
build cultures of autonomy?

How has the school system built an
enduring capacity among its schools
to exercise their autonomy?

3

To what extent is there an enduring
capacity among schools to exercise
their autonomy?
4

What are the roles that need to
be undertaken by intermediate
level structures (i.e. districts,
authorities, divisions) to ensure
equity and whole system
performance, and how do these
roles impact on school
autonomy?

What should the school system do to
secure alignment across the system
as far as quality and equity is
concerned?

5

How do accountability structures
(including national tests,
inspection and targets) support
or constrain the development of
cultures of autonomy?

To what extent do accountability
structures and processes support or
constrain the exercise of autonomy
in schools?

6

What practices aimed at
fostering new pedagogies for the
st
21 Century exist in the
schools? What are the
views/conceptions of school
leaders regarding the
st
development of 21 Century
competencies and of the
pedagogical challenges involved
in their implementation?

What new pedagogies have been
developed in schools? What
progress has been made?

What is principals’ level of
confidence in autonomy as one
strategy for helping to achieve higher
levels of student achievement?
Taking all things into account, would
principals prefer more, less or about
the same level of autonomy?
7

How is any of the above
influenced by school context?

4

What influence does context have on
patterns of response to these
questions?

METHODOLOGY
Design and administration of the survey instrument (questionnaire)
1. The construction of the questionnaire was guided in the first instance by
the sub-questions for Australia listed in Table 1. Items were then devised
based on earlier reviews of related literature and case studies conducted
in 2014 and 2015, respectively.
2. Suggestions for additions, deletions and amendments were provided by
the Chair and one other member of the item construction group of ISSAL;
a nominee of the CEO of the Australian Institute for Teaching and
Educational Leadership (AITSL) with extensive experience in school
leadership development;
senior leaders in the executives of the
Australian Primary Principals Association (APPA), the Australian
Secondary Principals Association (ASPA) and the Australian Special
Education Principals Association (ASEPA); senior scholars at the
Graduate School of Education at the University of Melbourne who
specialise in research on school leadership; and officers in the Leadership
and Autonomy team in the Australian Government Department of
Education and Training. Useful insights were gleaned from (Harlow 2010)
(design of online surveys) and Jamieson (2004 (use of Likert scales,
especially relative advantages of seven-point scales).
3. Approval to conduct the survey was not sought from education
departments as it was considered to be an Australia-wide survey of a
sample of a professional group – principals. The survey did not ask
principals to name themselves, their system or their school, and no
attempt was made to ascertain them when responses were received. The
report of the survey does not refer to particular school systems, schools,
or principals. Participation was voluntary and those who indicated in a
preliminary inquiry that they did not wish to participate were replaced in
the survey by a matching school in the sample drawn by the Australian
Council for Educational Research (ACER) (see below).
4. The time-line did not permit a trial of the survey. While one was started, it
became apparent that it coincided with Easter and end-of-term holidays,
and was discontinued.
5. The questionnaire was formatted for online application using the
SurveyMonkey facility. The final form of the questionnaire is included in
Appendix 1.
6. Those receiving the questionnaire were assured of anonymity as far as
name, school and school system were concerned.
It was noted in discussions with officers in APPA that APPA had conducted a
survey of primary principals in government, Catholic and independent schools in
March 2014 (APPA 2014). The survey in 2016 may be regarded as
complementary to but also in some respects an update of the 2014 survey. There
were notable differences as far as items were concerned and the context has
changed for government primary schools in some jurisdictions. Findings in the
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current survey are compared with those in 2014 where common issues were
addressed, as discussed in Part C of this report.
It is likely that the timing of the survey limited to some extent the response rate.
The trial and full-scale distribution included Easter and the end-of-term holidays in
each jurisdiction, with each observing different dates for holidays. Every attempt
was made to ensure that principals had the opportunity to respond in regular work
time but this was limited in some jurisdictions. There was no alternative as far as
timing was concerned since what was originally planned to be a twelve-month
project became a six-month project because approval of funding was not received
until mid-January, with the final report to be submitted at the end of the financial
year on 30 June.
Time was required for the initial design of the survey and the questionnaire, each
of which required two rounds of consultation. This was accomplished from earlyFebruary to mid-March. Time was also required for the analysis of responses and
preparation of the draft and final reports, and this work was done from early May
until early June.
Independent sampling
Arrangements were made with ACER to draw a stratified sample of 630 schools
across Australia, representing slightly fewer than 10 percent of public schools in
categories to be surveyed. The following are the major features:
1. There were 6,666 government schools in Australia in March 2016
comprised of 4,770 primary schools, 1,036 secondary schools, 469
combined primary and secondary schools and 391 other (mainstream)
schools. Other schools include 309 special schools. Non-mainstream
schools (82) other than special schools were not included in the sample
(community, correctional, distance including Schools of the Air, hospital,
language, preschool and short-term provision). The total number of
schools from which the sample of 630 was drawn is 6,584.
2. The 630 schools were stratified among the four categories of schools
(primary, secondary, combined primary and secondary, special) on the
following demographic variables: state, location, socio-economic status
and school size. ABS categories of metropolitan, provincial, remote and
very remote were adopted for location. The different categories of SEIFA
(Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas developed by ABS) were employed to
provide a distribution according to socio-economic status. The categories
of very small, small, moderate and large were adopted for size of school,
but there are differences among these categories according to type of
school. For example, using quartiles for each category, for special
schools, very small involves fewer than 38 students, small is 38-65
students, moderate is 66-117 students and large is greater than 117
students. The corresponding ranges for secondary schools are fewer than
504 students, 504-765 students, 766-1,048 students and greater than
1,048 students.
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3. The stratified sample that was drawn results in a standard error of
approximately 3.5 percent for a 50 percent response rate and a 95
percent confidence level for each school type. To achieve this, the
numbers of schools in the sample for the four categories were 196 for
primary (about 4 percent of all primary), 170 for secondary (16 percent),
142 for combined primary and secondary (30 percent) and 122 for special
(39 percent).
4. ACER provided the names of the 630 schools in the sample. For each of
these, a back-up and in most cases a second back-up school was
provided having the same characteristics as the named school. These
were included when the principal/acting principal of the first school
indicated that he/she did not wish to participate in the survey. The number
of schools that were actively involved in the sample was therefore
maintained at 630.
5. A letter outlining the nature and purpose of the project was sent several
days prior to administration of the survey. Principals/acting principals were
asked to indicate by return email if they did not wish to participate.
6. The survey was sent to principals/acting principals of first-listed schools
on 6 April, with substitutions as described above sent in the days that
followed in response to requests from those who received it. Four
reminders were sent (12 April, 21 April, 2 May and 4 May). The emails
were personalised using a list of email addresses from a company that
provides such a service.
Response to the survey
A total of 147 usable responses were received, that is, 147 people completed the
survey. There are two ways this level of response may be described: response
rate and completion rate. The response rate is the number of usable responses
expressed as a percentage of the number who received the survey (147 of 630 or
23.3 percent). The completion rate is the number of people who completed the
survey expressed as a percentage of the number who opened the survey (147 of
332 or 44.3 percent).
There are several reasons that might be advanced for the fact that 299 of 630 or
47.5 percent of invitees did not open the survey, including pressure of work, lack
of interest in this particular survey, prior determination not to participate in any
online survey, or timing in relation to Easter and end-of-term vacation. Of those
opening the survey, 55.7 percent did not complete it. In addition to the foregoing,
a reason for this may be the length and complexity of the questionnaire.
Overall, a review of related literature suggests that both response rates and
completion rates are consistent with expectations for this kind of survey. It was
acknowledged in the literature that response rates for online surveys are typically
lower than for hard-copy or face-to-face surveys. An Australian comparison may
be drawn with the 2014 survey on school autonomy by the Australian Primary
Principals Association (APPA). The survey involved primary schools in the
government, Catholic and independent sectors. There were 7,575 such schools in
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2014, including combined primary-secondary. Responses were received from 804
schools representing a response rate of 10.6 percent.
Descriptions of schools and their principals/acting principals
This section of Part 1 summarises the characteristics of schools and
principals/acting principals as reported by the 147 respondents.
Level/type of school
Table 2 contains the proportions of respondents’ schools organised by level/type.
The proportions are similar. It should be recalled that the survey involved a
stratified sample of schools within each category, sufficient to achieve a standard
error of 3.5 percent for a 50 percent response rate and, in the case of primary
schools there were 196 schools in the stratified sample (31.1 percent of 630
schools). There is, of course a much higher proportion of primary schools in the
total population of public schools.
Table 2: Level/type of School
Level/type of school
Primary
Secondary
Primary-secondary
Special
Total

Percent
27.9
28.6
21.1
22.4
100.0

Number
41
42
31
33
147

Location of schools
Table 3 contains the distribution of schools according to location, as reported by
respondents. The categories are those used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS).
Table 3: Location of school
Location of school
Metropolitan
Provincial
Remote
Very remote
Total

Percent
54.4
31.3
12.3
2.0
100.0

Number
80
46
18
3
147

Responses from the principals of remote and very remote schools were combined
in the statistical analysis.
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Size of school
Table 4 contains the distribution of schools according to their size (number of
students). There are different categories for each level/type of school, as
described earlier in Part A. There are four categories in each instance (very small,
small, moderate and large) and these were selected according to quartiles; for
example, the lowest quartile (very small) for special schools is for schools with
fewer than 38 students; the corresponding number for the lowest quartile of
secondary schools is fewer than 504 students.
A chi-square test was employed on data reported in Tables 2 to 4 to determine the
extent to which the characteristics of schools that were represented among the
responses differed from the corresponding characteristics of schools in the
sample drawn by ACER. The results of the test are reported in Appendix 2. There
is no statistically significant difference except for a slight over-representation of
metropolitan and provincial schools and a slight under-representation of very
remote schools.
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA)
ACER included SEIFA scores among the variables in determining a stratified
sample (Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas developed by ABS). The usual
measure of socio-economic status now used for schools is the score on the Index
of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA).
ACARA describes ICSEA on its website in the following terms:
The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) was
created by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA) specifically to enable fair comparisons of National
Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) test
achievement by students in schools across Australia. A value on the index
corresponds to the average level of educational advantage of the school’s
student population relative to those of other schools. Research shows that
key factors in students’ family backgrounds (parents’ occupation, their
school education and non-school education) have an influence on
students’ educational outcomes at school. Research has also shown that
school level factors (a school’s geographical location and the proportion of
Indigenous students a school caters for) need to be considered when
summarising educational advantage or disadvantage at the school level.
ICSEA provides a numeric scale that represents the magnitude of this
influence, or level of educational advantage, and takes into account both
student and school level factors.
ICSEA values are calculated on a scale which has a median of 1000 and
a standard deviation of 100. ICSEA values typically range from
approximately 500 (representing extremely educationally disadvantaged
backgrounds) to about 1300 (representing schools with students with very
educationally advantaged backgrounds).
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Table 4: Size of school (number of students)
Size of school
Very

Small

Mode-

small

Level/type

Primary

of school

Count
% within Type of

Total
Large

rate

9

6

14

12

41

22.0%

14.6%

34.1%

29.3%

100.0%

29.0%

20.7%

34.1%

26.1%

27.9%

5

9

12

16

42

11.9%

21.4%

28.6%

38.1%

100.0%

16.1%

31.0%

29.3%

34.8%

28.6%

5

8

7

11

31

16.1%

25.8%

22.6%

35.5%

100.0%

16.1%

27.6%

17.1%

23.9%

21.1%

12

6

8

7

33

36.4%

18.2%

24.2%

21.2%

100.0%

38.7%

20.7%

19.5%

15.2%

22.4%

31

29

41

46

147

21.1%

19.7%

27.9%

31.3%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

school
% within Size of
school
Secondary

Count
% within Type of
school
% within Size of
school

Primary-

Count

secondary

% within Type of
school
% within Size of
school

Special

Count
% within Type of
school
% within Size of
school

Total

Count
% within Type of
school
% within Size of
school
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Following the usual interpretation, 68.2 percent of schools will have ICSEA scores
within one standard deviation of the median (ICSEA from 900 to 1100), 95.4
percent within two standard deviations (ICSEA from 800 to 1200), and 99.7
percent within three deviations (from 700 to 1300). Table 5 provides the ICSEA for
respondents’ schools. Special schools do not have an ICSEA and 15.0 percent of
respondents’ schools fell in this category.
Table 6 provides the distribution of ICSEA for non-special schools. Among the
respondents’ schools, 61.2 percent had an ICSEA between 900 and 1100, 82.8
percent had an ICSEA between 800 and 1200, and 89.6 percent had an ICSEA
between 700 and 1300. Examination of Table 6 shows that 9.5 percent had an
ICSEA less than 700. There is thus a small over-representation of low SES
schools among non-special schools for which a response was provided.
Table 5: Distribution of schools on Index of Community Socio-Educational
Advantage (ICSEA)
ICSEA
700-900
901-1100
1102-1300
Special school (do not have ICSEA)
Not provided
Total

Percent

Number

22.5
51.7
8.8
15.0
2.0
100.0

33
76
13
22
3
147

*The median for all schools in Australia is 1000. Scores below 1000 indicate lower
SES; scores above 1000 indicate higher SES
Table 6: Distribution of non-special schools on Index of Community SocioEducational Advantage (ICSEA)
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage
(ICSEA)
700 or less
701-800
801-900
901-1000
1001-1100
1101-1200
1201-1300
More than 1300

Response (%)
9.5
6.9
12.1
46.6
14.7
9.5
0.0
0.9
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Experience as a principal/acting principal
Table 7 summarises the number of years of experience principals/acting principals
have served as principals in their current school. About 10 percent were in their
first year. The mode was more than six years (35.4 percent).
Table 7: Years of experience as principal/acting principal in current school
Years in role in current school
0 (in my first year as principal / acting principal)
1-3
4-6
More than 6
Total

Percent
10.2
31.3
23.1
35.4
100.0

Number
15
46
34
52
147

Responses from principals with 0 and 1-3 years of experience in their current
schools were combined in the statistical analysis.
Table 8 summarises the number of years of experience principals/acting principals
have served as principals in total. Just 3.4 percent were in their first year. The
mode was more than 12 years (29.9 percent) illustrating that respondents in
general had considerable experience in their roles as principals. About 62 percent
had more than six years of experience.
Table 8: Total years of experience as a principal/acting principal
Total number of years served as a principal or
acting principal
0 (in my first year as principal / acting principal)
1-3
4-6
7-9
10-12
More than 12
Total

Percent
3.4
18.4
16.3
15.0
17.0
29.9
100.0

Number
5
27
24
22
25
44
147

Responses from principals with 0 and 1-3 years of total experience were
combined in the statistical analysis.
School board/council
Respondents were invited to indicate if their schools had a board or council and, if
so, to state its level of authority to require action by the principal. The responses in
Table 9 indicate that about 80 percent of schools have a board or council and that
about one-third (32.6 percent) have authority to make decisions that require action
by the principal.
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Table 9: Presence and authority of board/council
School board/council
The school does not have a board or council
The board/council may only provide advice or offer
recommendations
The board/council has authority to make decisions
that require action by the principal
Total

Percent

Number

21.1
46.3

31
68

32.6

48

100.0

147

Statistical analysis of responses
The Kruskal-Wallis test (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2013, pp. 658-660) was
chosen to determine whether there were statistically significant differences among
three or more groups of respondents for an independent variable (for example,
number of years of experience as principal in current school). The null hypothesis
that there will be no difference between principals according to experience as a
principal in the current school was rejected for a pre-determined probability level
(p) of 0.05 or less. A p value of 0.05 indicates that there was a 95 percent chance
that there was a real not a chance difference between the cohorts. The lower the
p value the less likely the observed difference occurred by chance. The use of this
test and the interpretation of results are illustrated in Appendix 3.
The scales used in the questionnaire are ordinal scales, that is, there is an
ordering of ranks among the numbers (for example, 5 is a higher rank than 4).
They are not interval scales wherein the difference between any two sets of
numbers is the same (for example, the difference between 3 and 4 is the same as
the difference between 4 and 5). The Kruskal-Wallis test is suited to the use of
ordinal scales, as in this survey.
Limitations of the study
There are limits to the generalisability to a whole population when a sample of that
population is drawn for the purposes of a survey. That is the case for this survey.
The stratified sample drawn by the ACER helped maximise the generalisability
when a sample of about 10 percent of principals was employed. This
generalisability was reduced when response and completion rates fell below the
numbers in the stratified sample. While the characteristics of respondents who
returned a completed questionnaire were generally the same is those in the
independent sample (see Appendix 2), the limitations of the study are
acknowledged – the margin of error is larger.
It is acknowledged that this was a survey of principals only. As is often the case,
different responses may have been received if teachers and others at the system
or school levels had been included in the study. Teachers may be included in
other surveys in the ISSAL project.
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PART B: ANALYSIS OF RESPONSES
Part B contains the findings of the survey organised along the following lines:
trends in autonomy, extent of autonomy, impact of autonomy on outcomes,
strategies of principals in building the capacity of staff, strategies of the system in
building the capacity of schools, strategies of systems to achieve quality and
st
equity, constraints on the exercise of autonomy, progress in adoption of 21
century skills, confidence in autonomy, and preferences on extent on autonomy.
Open-ended responses are summarised.
Tables of responses are provided in each instance for all schools taken together,
with a summary of statistically significant differences that were found among the
responses when the different categories for each of the independent variables
were considered (see Part A for these categories and the application of the
Kruskal-Wallis test and the illustration in Appendix 3).
Trends in autonomy
Table 10 reports the judgements of respondents on trends in autonomy, with 44.9
percent indicating more autonomy than five years ago. There is evidence of some
re-centralisation, with 15.0 percent reporting less autonomy. Respondents were
not asked to state their jurisdiction so there would be an element of guesswork in
naming where these trends occurred. Fairly clear would be Western Australia and
Queensland where there have been initiatives in the creation of ‘independent
public schools’. Also clear, accounting for a degree of stability, is Victoria, where
public schools have had a relatively high level of autonomy for more than two
decades, although in this jurisdiction there is anecdotal evidence of recentralisation in aspects of curriculum.
Table 10: Trends in school autonomy (percentage distribution)
Trend

Response (%)

Less autonomy than five years ago
Same as five years ago
More autonomy than five years ago
Cannot say
Total

15.0
34.7
44.9
5.4
100.0

The Kruskal-Wallis test (see Part A and Appendix 3) was used to identify any
statistically significant differences among the categories of the independent
variables. There were only two instances where statistically significant differences
were found among different categories of respondents (p<0.05 in each instance):
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Number of years as a principal in current school
Total number of years as a principal or acting principal.

Where such differences were indicated, examination of the cross-tabulation of
responses enabled the identification of the category where the percentage of
‘more autonomy than five years ago’ was ‘highest’. This revealed that:



Principals with three years or less of experience as a principal/acting
principal in their current school reported more autonomy than five years
ago compared to their counterparts
Principals with four to six years of total experience as a principal/acting
principal reported more autonomy than five years ago compared to their
counterparts.

Extent of autonomy
Table 11 summarises the views of respondents on the extent of centralisation and
decentralisation of decisions in their school systems. The categories are based on
those used in an international survey conducted by OECD, as adapted in a
previous study that formed part of Australia’s contribution to ISSAL (see case
studies in the ACT, Queensland and Victoria reported in Caldwell 2015 and
Caldwell 2016b).
Nine types of decision are listed, ranging over the domains of curriculum,
pedagogy, personnel, funding and governance. In eight instances fewer than 20
percent of decisions were reported as being taken centrally, that is, at the system
or jurisdiction level, either with or without consultation. The exceptions were the
selection of teaching and non-teaching staff. Interestingly, however, these were
the two types of personnel decisions that were reported most frequently as being
made by the school in full autonomy. This finding should be interpreted in the light
of system and principal recognition that all parties are working within the terms
and conditions of enterprise agreements.
In general, the responses summarised in Table 11 indicate a relatively high level
of autonomy. Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the
relevant cross-tabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how
these are employed) revealed that:






Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal reported more autonomy
than did their counterparts in the selection of teaching and non-teaching
staff
Principals in schools with relatively high ICSEA scores reported more
autonomy than did their counterparts in the selection of non-teaching staff
Principals in schools in remote/very remote settings reported more
autonomy than did their counterparts in decisions on the adoption of new
or innovative curricula
Principals in special schools reported more autonomy than did their
counterparts in adapting the national/system curriculum and adapting this
to address special education needs
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Principals with more than six years experience as principal in their current
school reported more autonomy than did their counterparts in adapting the
national/system curriculum and adapting this to address special education
needs.

Impact of autonomy on outcomes
Table 12 summarises the perceptions of principals on the extent of their
agreement on the impact of school-level decisions on learning outcomes. These
are the same types of decisions as listed in Table 11.
Setting aside the relatively small number reporting no authority to make a decision
(the exception being 7.5 percent who reported no authority to select staff), fewer
than 15 percent disagree that the different types of decisions have an impact on
learning. Similarly small numbers neither agreed no disagreed, the exceptions
being ‘raising funds from the wider community to support the school’ (26.9
percent) and ‘establishing a school board/council’ (34.2 percent). The three types
of decision that drew the highest level of agreement were: ‘determining
approaches to learning’ (32.9 percent scored this a maximum of 7), ‘selecting
continuing teaching staff’ (38.4 percent scored a 7) and ‘selecting continuing nonteaching staff’ (36.3 percent scored a 7). Overall, taking all categories of
respondents together, as in Table 12, it is apparent that relatively low importance
is given to local fund-raising and local governance as far as perceived impact on
learning is concerned, but relatively high importance is placed on autonomy in
selecting approaches to learning as well as selection of staff.
In general, the responses summarised in Table 12 indicate a relatively high level
of impact. Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant
cross-tabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that:
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Principals of special schools perceived a higher level of impact than did
their counterparts for ‘adapting the national/system curriculum to address
special education needs’
Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal perceived a higher level of
impact than did their counterparts for the selection of teaching and nonteaching staff
Principals with six years or more experience as principal in their current
school perceived a higher level of impact than did their counterparts for
‘adapting national / system curriculum to address special education
needs’.

Table 11: Centralisation and decentralisation of decisions for key functions (percentage distribution)
Type of decision

Adapting national/system
curriculum to reflect local
context

Decision taken
centrally in full
autonomy
1

Decision taken
centrally after
consultation
2

Decision taken by
school within centrally
determined
framework
3

Decision taken by
school after
consultation with
others
4

Decision taken
by school in full
autonomy
5

Total

10.2

7.5

53.7

20.4

8.2

100.0

Adapting national/system
curriculum to address special
education needs

7.5

6.8

42.8

27.9

15.0

100.0

Determining approaches to
learning

1.3

3.4

19.7

29.3

46.3

100.0

Adopting new or innovative
curricula

0.7

4.8

23.1

38.1

33.3

100.0

Selecting continuing teaching
staff

8.9

14.4

28.8

7.5

40.4

100.0

Selecting continuing nonteaching staff

8.8

10.2

28.6

12.3

40.1

100.0

Raising funds from the wider
community to support the
school

1.4

5.5

25.3

21.2

46.6

100.0

Formulating the budget of the
school for funds provided to
your school by the system

3.4

4.8

40.1

22.4

29.3

100.0

Establishing a school
board/council

9.0

5.6

52.8

10.4

22.2

100.0
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Table 12: Perceptions of principals on extent of agreement on impact of school-level decisions on learning outcomes
(percentage distribution)
Type of decision

Extent of agreement on impact of decision on learning outcomes

No authority to
make decisions
0

Strongly
disagree
1

Neither agree
nor disagree
4

Strongly
agree
7

Total

2

3

5

6

Adapting national/system curriculum to
reflect local context

6.8

3.4

4.1

2.0

18.4

29.3

23.8

12.2

100.0

Adapting national/system curriculum to
address special education needs

4.1

2.7

6.1

3.4

17.0

23.8

24.5

18.4

100.0

Determining approaches to learning

0.0

2.1

4.1

0.0

4.1

22.6

34.2

32.9

100.0

Adopting new or innovative curricula

1.4

3.4

4.8

2.0

8.2

22.4

29.9

27.9

100.0

Selecting continuing teaching staff

7.5

7.5

4.8

2.7

8.2

11.7

19.2

38.4

100.0

Selecting continuing non-teaching staff

7.5

6.2

6.8

2.7

10.3

11.7

18.5

36.3

100.0

Raising funds from the wider community
to support the school

0.7

6.2

4.1

3.4

26.9

18.6

17.3

22.8

100.0

Formulating the budget of the school for
funds provided to your school by the
system

0.7

3.4

2.7

3.4

9.5

21.1

32.7

26.5

100.0

Establishing a school board/council

5.5

3.4

5.5

0.7

34.2

19.9

13.0

17.8

100.0

Strategies of principals in building the capacity of staff
Principals were invited to nominate the frequency with which they employed
particular strategies in building the capacity of staff. A scale from 1 (‘very rarely’)
to 7 (‘very frequently’) was provided. Table 13 contains a summary of responses.
With one exception, fewer than 10 percent of respondents reported on the rare
side of ‘occasionally’, with the exception being ‘I make use of non-system
support/consultants’ – about 23 percent provided a ‘rare’ response. The highest
rating of 7 (‘very frequently’) was given to ‘I take a lead in encouraging staff to
engage in professional learning at the school level’ (62.1 percent) and ‘I ensure
professional learning among staff is consistent with school priorities’ (60.5
percent). Also rated highly was ‘I provide leadership opportunities for staff’ (52.4
percent gave a rating of 7).
In general, the responses summarised in Table 13 indicate a relatively high level
of autonomy. Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the
relevant cross-tabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how
these are employed) revealed that:





Principals of combined primary-secondary schools reported a higher
frequency in the use of system support/consultants than did their
counterparts.
Principals of metropolitan schools reported a higher frequency than did
their counterparts in ‘I make use of system support/consultants’ and ‘I
make use of student test results or assessments including NAPLAN
(except for special schools)’.
Principals with three years of experience or less as principal/acting
principal in their current school nominated a higher frequency of use of
system support/consultants than their counterparts.

The descriptors are relative and do not specify a particular frequency, such as
how often must one adopt a practice in order for it to be judged as ‘very
frequently’. Most of the strategies listed in Table 13 may be considered ‘textbook’,
‘highly preferred’ or ‘necessary but not sufficient’ if one is to build the capacity of
staff, in which case the generalising of the findings would suggest the building of
strong professional learning communities. One might gently suggest that some
respondents are reflecting a view of what is desirable rather than what is the
reality. Taken at face value, however, they are a promising indicator of the roles
principals are currently undertaking.
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Table 13: Strategies adopted by principals to build capacity of staff (percentage distribution)
Strategy

Very
rarely

2

3

Occasionally

5

6

Very
frequently

4

1

Total

7

I make use of system support / consultants

6.1

2

2

24.5

28.6

31.3

5.5

100.0

I make use of non-system support / consultants

7.5

9.5

6.1

20.4

32

17.7

6.8

100.0

I take a lead in encouraging staff to engage in professional learning
at the school level

0.0

0.7

0.0

0.7

6.9

29.6

62.1

100.0

I arrange the timetable to allow professional learning to occur during
the school day

4.8

4.8

5.5

10.3

15.7

25.3

33.6

100.0

I ensure professional learning among staff is consistent with school
priorities

0.0

0

0.7

0.7

4.1

34

60.5

100.0

I take a lead in encouraging staff to engage in professional learning
beyond the school

0.0

0.0

1.4

1.4

10.9

47.6

38.7

100.0

I provide leadership opportunities for staff

0.0

0.0

0.0

2.7

10.2

34.7

52.4

100.0

I personally model the exercise of professional autonomy, for
example, take action on the basis of assessment data

0.7

0.0

0.0

4.1

12.9

44.2

38.1

100.0

I encourage teachers to adopt new or innovative approaches to
learning and teaching

0.0

0.0

0.0

1.4

6.8

53

38.8

100.0

I make use of student test results or assessments, including
NAPLAN (except for special schools) to set priorities in school plans

2.0

0.7

0.7

5.6

13.2

38.9

38.9

100.0

Strategies of the system in building the capacity of schools to exercise
autonomy
Table 14 summarises responses on the perceived effectiveness of strategies
adopted by the school system to build an enduring capacity among its schools to
exercise their autonomy.
In each instance, the percentage of ratings on the relatively effective end of the
continuum exceeds by a considerable margin the percentage of ratings on the
relatively ineffective end. The highest rating of effectiveness (score of 7) was
given to ‘setting school-specific targets for the demonstration of desired
capacities’ (10.4 percent) and ‘consistent advocacy by professional associations’
(9.4 percent).
Interestingly, respondents rated as relatively effective those items concerning the
inclusion of performance management plans: ‘inclusion of desired capacities in
performance management and development plans for principals’ (53.4 percent
rating on the relatively effective end) and ‘inclusion of desired capacities in
performance management and development plans for teachers’ (higher at 68.7
percent). In general, respondents did not baulk at the inclusion of system or
school-specific targets or system requirements for accountability.
Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant crosstabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that:









Principals in large schools considered system requirements for school
review relatively more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered consistent advocacy
by state/territory government/ministers more effective than did their
counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered the inclusion of
desired capacities in performance management and development plans
for teachers to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in schools that have a board or council that may provide advice
or recommendations only perceived consistent advocacy of autonomy by
senior leaders of the system to be more effective than did their
counterparts
Principals with less than three years of total experience as a
principal/acting principal considered system-level support for principals as
they build a capacity to exercise autonomy to be more effective than did
their counterparts
Principals with three years or less experience as principals/acting
principals in their current school considered the setting of system-wide
targets for the demonstration of required capacities to be more effective
than did their counterparts.
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Table 14: Perceived effectiveness of strategies adopted by the school system to build an enduring capacity among its
schools to exercise their autonomy (percentage distribution)
Respondents
rating strategy
(count)

Highly
ineffective
1

2

3

Neither effective
nor ineffective
4

5

6

Highly
effective
7

Total

Consistent advocacy by the state / territory
government / minister

144

3.5

11.4

5.2

24.6

40.4

12.3

2.6

100.0

Consistent advocacy by the senior leaders
of the system

128

7.0

9.4

7.8

17.2

41.4

13.3

3.9

100.0

Consistent advocacy
associations

professional

128

1.6

8.6

3.9

16.4

39.8

20.3

9.4

100.0

System-level support for principals as they
build a capacity to exercise autonomy

133

5.3

13.5

9.0

17.3

36.1

12.8

6.0

100.0

Inclusion
of
desired
capacities
in
performance
management
and
development plans for principals

131

6.1

6.9

8.4

25.2

33.6

16.8

3.0

100.0

System-level support for teachers as they
build a capacity to exercise professional
autonomy

116

5.2

8.6

13.8

20.7

35.3

13.8

2.6

100.0

Inclusion
of
desired
capacities
in
performance
management
and
development plans for teachers

131

0.8

6.8

4.6

19.1

37.4

26.7

4.6

100.0

Setting system-wide targets for
demonstration of desired capacities

the

119

2.5

8.4

9.2

30.3

30.3

16.0

3.3

100.0

Setting school-specific targets for
demonstration of desired capacities

the

125

2.4

3.2

5.6

11.2

30.4

36.8

10.4

100.0

System requirements for school review

140

2.1

6.4

5.0

25.0

32.2

22.2

7.1

100.0

System
requirements
accountability

139

4.3

5.7

5.7

20.9

39.6

17.3

6.5

100.0

Strategy

by

for

school

The setting of targets remains contentious in education and the public sector
generally but there is no doubt on the basis of findings summarised in Table 14
that they have proved effective in the eyes of most respondents, as they did for
requirements for school review and accountability. A strong sense of ‘systemness’
is evident in these and other findings.
Enduring capacity to exercise autonomy
Respondents were invited to provide their view of the extent to which there is an
enduring capacity to exercise autonomy in their school system and in their school.
A scale from 1 (‘low capacity’) to 7 (‘high capacity’) was provided. The responses
are set out in Table 15. In both instances the ratings tended toward the higher end
of the scale, especially in ratings of the capacity of their own schools. For the
system 53.5 percent gave a rating of 5, 6 or 7 compared to 72.7 percent for their
own schools.
There were no statistically
classifications of respondents.

significant

differences

among

the

different

Table 15: Perceptions of principals on extent to which there is an enduring
capacity to exercise autonomy (percentage distribution)
Level
(system/school)
To what extent
is there an
enduring
capacity in your
system to
exercise
autonomy?
To what extent
is there an
enduring
capacity at your
school to
exercise
autonomy?

Low
capacity
1

2

3

4

5

6

High
capacity
7

Total

7.5

8.2

17.1

13.7

34.9

15.8

2.8

100.0

2.7

2.7

6.8

15.1

29.5

31.5

11.7

100.0

Strategies to achieve quality and equity
Respondents were invited to rate the effectiveness of strategies adopted by their
school systems to secure alignment across the system for quality and equity. It
should be noted that this item does not specifically refer to autonomy. The
responses are summarised in Table 16 on a scale from 1 (‘highly ineffective’) to 7
(‘highly effective’).
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Table 16: Perceived effectiveness of strategies adopted by school system to secure alignment across the system for
quality and equity
Strategy

Highly
effective
7

Total

9.0

0.8

100.0

17.3

14.4

100.0

6.8

1.5

100.0

35.9

5.3

0.8

100.0

21.9

39.1

18.0

4.7

100.0

22.7

39.4

13.6

4.6

100.0

8.5

33.0

26.4

11.3

5.7

100.0

6.1

29.8

31.6

13.2

5.3

100.0

4.6

8.5

14.6

31.6

23.8

14.6

100.0

6.3

11.7

14.0

37.5

17.2

7.0

100.0

4.6

9.9

14.5

45.0

13.8

5.3

100.0

Respondents
rating strategy
(count)

Highly
ineffective
1

2

3

Neither effective
nor supporting
4

5

Consistent advocacy for quality and equity

122

9.0

5.7

10.7

21.3

43.5

Needs-based funding of school budgets

133

9.0

9.0

12.0

9.0

29.3

Setting targets for the system

133

6.7

5.3

13.5

27.1

39.1

Monitoring of targets for the system

131

6.1

9.9

16.0

26.0

Setting targets for schools

128

1.5

7.8

7.0

Monitoring of targets for schools

132

3.0

6.1

10.6

Conferences at system level

106

8.5

6.6

Conferences at regional level

114

6.1

7.9

Conferences at network level

130

2.3

Support for principals on related matters

128

6.3

Support for teachers on related matters

131

6.9

6

All items were considered to be more effective (rating of 5, 6 or 7) than ineffective
(rating of 1, 2 or 3). The three strategies receiving the highest ratings of
effectiveness were conferences at the network level (70.0 percent provided a
rating of 5, 6 or 7), support for teachers on related matters (64.1 percent) and
setting targets for schools (61.8 percent). The three strategies receiving the
highest ratings of ineffectiveness were:




monitoring of targets for the system (32.0 percent provided a rating of 1,
2 or 3)
needs-based funding of schools (30.0 percent)
setting targets for the system (25.5 percent).

It is noteworthy that respondents considered conferences at the network level to
be more effective than conferences at the system level, and the relative
ineffectiveness of targets (setting or monitoring) at the system level. As also
suggested above for Table 14, respondents did not baulk at setting targets at the
school level.
Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant crosstabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that:










Principals in combined primary-secondary considered setting targets for
the system to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered
conferences at the regional level and support for principals to be more
effective than did their counterparts
Principals in schools of moderate size considered consistent advocacy for
quality and equity to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered conferences at the
regional level and support for principals and teachers to be more effective
than their counterparts
Principals in schools that do not have a board or council considered
needs-based funding of schools to be more effective than did their
counterparts
Principals in schools with boards or councils that may provide advice or
recommendations only considered the setting and monitoring of targets
for the system to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in schools with boards or councils that may provide advice or
recommendations only considered the monitoring of targets for the
system to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals with three years or less of total experience as a principal/acting
principal considered the support for principals on related matters to be
more effective than did their counterparts
Principals with more than six years of experience as principal/acting
principal in their current school considered conferences at the system
level to be more effective than did their counterparts
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Principals with three years or less of experience as principal/acting
principal in their current school considered support for principals to be
more effective than did their counterparts.

Constraints on the exercise of autonomy
Perceptions of principals on constraints on the exercise of autonomy are
summarised in Table 17. The seven-point scale provided respondents with three
options (1, 2 or 3) to report perceptions of ‘constraining’ and three options (5, 6 or
7) to report perceptions of ‘supporting’. ‘Neither constraining nor supporting’ was
assigned a rating of 4.
There is a dichotomy in the ratings reported in Table 17. Six are generally viewed
as clearly constraining and four are perceived to be both constraining and
supporting. In the first category are 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 are 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, with 79.4 percent of
respondents providing a rating of 1, 2 or 3. The most supportive was performance
management requirements for teachers with 41.2 percent providing a rating of 5, 6
or 7.
Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant crosstabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that:
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Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered
performance management requirements for principals to be more
supportive than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals in schools of moderate size perceived national/system targets
for improvement to be more supportive than constraining than did their
counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered national/system
testing to be more supportive than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered performance
management requirements for principals and teachers and system
requirements for school review and system requirements for
accountability to be more supportive than constraining than did their
counterparts
Principals in schools with a board or council that may make offer advice or
recommendations only considered performance requirements for
principals as more supportive than constraining than did their counterparts



Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal considered performance
management requirements for principals and system requirements for
system review and system requirements for accountability to be more
supportive than constraining than did their counterparts.
st

Progress in adoption of 21 century skills
Table 18 summarises principals’ perceptions of progress in implementation of new
st
approaches to learning and teaching, often referred to as 21 Century skills. As
noted in other contributions of Australia to ISSAL, there are many such lists, and
respondents were asked to assess progress for a few which are common to most
lists, especially collaboration, creativity, problem-solving, communication, and new
approaches to the use of digital literacy/ technologies in learning. Also included
were new topics or new emphases in the traditional curriculum. Most involve new
approaches to assessment and the creation of new assessment rubrics.
Respondents reported moderate to high levels of progress in each instance, with
most progress (rating of 5, 6 or 7) for collaboration (73.1 percent) and least for
new approaches to the use of digital literacy/technologies in learning (27.6 percent
giving a rating of 1, 2 or 3).
Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant crosstabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that:







Principals in special schools reported higher levels of progress in giving
priority to communication than did their counterparts
Principals in large schools reported higher levels of progress in giving
priority to communication and new approaches to the use of digital
literacy/technologies than did their counterparts
Principals in metropolitan schools reported higher levels of progress in
giving priority to new approaches in the use of digital literacy/technologies
and new forms of assessment than did their counterparts.
Principals with four to six years of experience as principal/acting principal
in their current school reported higher levels of progress in giving priority
to new topics or new emphases in the traditional curriculum, and to
communication and to new approaches in the use of digital
literacy/technologies in learning than did their counterparts.
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Table 17: Perceptions of principals on constraints on the exercise of autonomy (percentage distribution)
Factor

National/system curriculum

Highly
constraining
1

2

3

Neither constraining nor
supporting
4

5

6

Highly
supporting
7

Total

8.9

14.4

17.8

28.8

18.5

8.9

2.7

100.0

National/system testing

22.7

22.1

15.2

26.2

12.4

1.4

0.0

100.0

Expectations/demands on your time

31.3

33.3

20.8

10.4

2.1

2.1

0.0

100.0

Expectations/demands on teacher time

23.3

30.8

30.2

7.5

5.5

2.7

0.0

100.0

National/system targets for improvement

7.5

19.9

17.8

35.6

11.7

7.5

0.0

100.0

37.0

27.4

15.0

10.3

6.2

4.1

0.0

100.0

Performance management requirements for
principals

9.0

16.0

18.8

23.6

17.3

14.6

0.7

100.0

Performance management requirements for
teachers

5.5

15.8

15.1

22.4

24.7

15.1

1.4

100.0

System requirements for school review

9.5

18.5

11.0

21.2

23.3

15.1

1.4

100.0

11.7

17.9

18.9

17.9

20.0

13.6

0.0

100.0

Compliance requirements

System requirements for school accountability

Table 18: Progress in implementation of new approaches to learning and teaching (percentage distribution)
Strategy

Respondents rating
strategy (count)

Little
progress
1

2

3

Moderate
progress
4

5

6

High
progress
7

Total

New topics or new emphases in the traditional
curriculum

137

2.9

2.9

8.0

35.0

19.7

22.0

9.5

100.0

Higher priority on collaboration

145

2.1

2.1

3.4

19.3

25.5

27.6

20.0

100.0

Higher priority on creativity

117

4.3

4.3

11.1

34.2

20.5

14.5

11.1

100.0

Higher priority on problem-solving

128

3.1

7.8

11.0

28.9

20.3

21.1

7.8

100.0

Higher priority on communication

137

0.7

3.6

6.6

25.5

26.3

23.4

13.9

100.0

New approaches to the use of digital literacy /
technologies in learning

141

3.5

7.8

16.3

20.6

21.3

17.0

13.5

100.0

New forms of assessment

136

4.4

8.8

11.8

28.0

23.5

13.2

10.3

100.0
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Confidence in autonomy
Table 19 summarises responses to a question seeking principals’ views on their
level of confidence in autonomy as one strategy for helping to achieve higher
levels of student achievement. The pattern is clear: 10.9 percent of respondents
provided a rating on the low side of ‘moderate’, that is, rated it 1, 2 or 3, whereas
68.7 percent rated it on the high side of ‘moderate, that is, provided a rating of 5, 6
or 7.
Application of the Kruskal-Wallis test and examination of the relevant crosstabulation (see page 13 and Appendix 3 for an illustration of how these are
employed) revealed that those in schools with a board or council with authority to
make decisions that require action by the principal had a higher level of
confidence than their counterparts.
Table 19: Level of confidence in autonomy as one strategy for helping to achieve
higher levels of student achievement (percentage distribution)
Very low
confidence
1

2

3

Moderate
confidence
4

5

6

Very high
confidence
7

Total

1.4

5.4

4.1

20.4

22.4

36.1

10.2

100.0

Preferences on extent of autonomy
A majority of principals (57.9 percent) prefer more autonomy, as indicated in Table
20. Just 2.8 percent prefer less autonomy while 39.3 percent prefer the same as
at present. There were no statistically significant differences (p<0.05) among the
preferences of different groups of respondents, one of only two instances in the
analysis presented in Part B where this is the case. This is especially noteworthy
given responses to other items in the survey such as in Table 17, where relatively
large numbers reported constraints on the exercise of autonomy on some matters.
Table 20: Preference of principals on extent of autonomy
Preference
Less autonomy
Same as present
More autonomy
Total

Response (%)
2.8
39.3
57.9
100.0

Summary of open-ended responses
About one-third (47 of 147) respondents added comments at the end of the
questionnaire. These are set out in full in Appendix 3, with the only changes being
the removal and replacement in square brackets [ ] of words that would enable the
school system to be identified.
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Table 21 provides a summary classification of responses, with the number
exceeding 47 because some respondents commenting on more than one matter.
Table 21: Summary of open-ended comments
Category

Compliance &
accountability

No. of
comments

Sample response

11

Excessive
compliance
requirements
and
accountability; workload is increasing; too many
big changes

Personnel

8

Principals need authority to replace poorperforming staff, autonomy welcomed if it
provides opportunity to select staff; staff ‘freezes’
impair the process

Governance &
structures

8

It frees one from the shackles; can be narrowing;
there has been some re-centralisation; lack of
alignment of schools and system; giving
principals more authority, and thus providing
greater opportunity for them to contribute to the
system; allows responsiveness to community

Fidelity &
implementation

7

Lip service in some instances; can focus on the
peripheral; should be more attention to
curriculum, pedagogy, teaching and learning;
reality and rhetoric don’t match; allows blameshifting; meaning of autonomy not clear; staffing
is still constrained

Funding

4

Costs of staff to schools if they are charged
actual costs; lack of funding impairs autonomy;
need to clarify role and importance of funding

Confidence &
trust

3

Some principals lack confidence; confidence
comes with experience; trust in schools and
principals is important

Regional
support &
inequity

3

Autonomy not needed because regional support
is strong; regional support has declined;
Indigenous schools have autonomy but regional
support is lacking; inequity in autonomy between
primary and secondary schools
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Nature of
questionnaire

3

Lack of clarity of some items

Professionalis
m & creativity

2

Autonomy provides more opportunity
professional development and creativity

Role of union

1

Unions tend to thwart the introduction of
autonomy

Appreciation

1

Thanks!

Total

for

51

Many comments supported ratings provided elsewhere among responses to the
survey. The largest category of response was compliance and accountability,
especially the former, in total drawing 11 of the 51 responses. This is consistent
with findings of constraining and supporting forces set out in Table 17 where 79.4
percent of respondents reported compliance requirements as a constraining force
on autonomy, and 48.5 percent perceive the same for matters related to
accountability.
Personnel matters along with structures and governance, each with eight
comments, were generally reported in a positive manner. The category of fidelity
and implementation (seven responses) was generally concerned with the gap
between the rhetoric of autonomy and the reality.
Some responses could have been classified in more than one category, and the
samples included in Table 21 (which are mostly paraphrasing) lack the colour of
the comments. A reading of all responses in Attachment 3 is worthwhile.
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PART C: SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
Part C contains a summary of the findings in two parts. The first provides a brief
summary organised according to the Australian adaptation of the sub-questions in
the ISSAL research. The second reports the contextual differences in the study,
as revealed in the analysis of finding using the Kruskal-Wallis test (see
illustrations and explanations on page 13 and in Appendix 3). There are 58
statistically significant differences among the groups that make up the different
independent variables (type/level of school etc). A brief discussion of the findings
is presented. A short list of recommendations concludes the report.
Summary of findings
The major findings of the study are summarised in Table 22, with three columns
showing the ISSAL sub-questions agreed to by the international research teams
at their second meeting in Tampere, Finland in May 2015; the sub-questions
adapted to suit the Australian context; and a summary of the survey findings. The
third column includes references to the most relevant tables in Part B.
The findings in the third column are for all respondents, taken as a whole, as
reported in the various tables. The influence of contextual factors (independent
variables such as size and location of school) are summarised below.
Context
Context is taken to mean the particular settings for the exercise of local decisionmaking as defined by the independent variables adopted in the study: level/type of
school, years of experience as a principal in the current school as well as in total,
size of school, location of school, ICSEA score of the school (except for special
schools that are not assigned such a score), and whether the school has a board
or council. In the broader international context, among the seven nations
participating in ISSAL, context also refers to the various structures and
approaches to governance in the different countries; for example, whether there is
a federal role, but this broader sense is not adopted in this section of Part C,
having been covered in earlier reports or publications (for example, Caldwell
2015, Caldwell 2016b) that form part of the Australian contribution to ISSAL.
The characteristics of the context are presented here in lists of statistically
significant differences that were revealed in the analysis of data. These were
reported in Part B in the analysis of findings for each of the dependent variables,
summarised for all respondents taken as a whole in the various tables. They are
re-ordered below to help describe the different contexts. There have been minor
changes in ordering and wording for the purposes of clarity.
There are 58 statistically significant differences listed below, immediately
dispelling any notion that autonomy is experienced or perceived in the same way
in schools across the country. It is, however, noteworthy that only one of these 58
was directly related to the ICSEA scores of schools (‘Principals in schools with
relatively high ICSEA scores reported more autonomy than did their counterparts
in the selection of non-teaching staff’).
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Table 22: Summary of findings organised according to sub-questions for research
34

No.

24

1

Sub-question common to all in ISSAL

What aspects of structural autonomy
are the most influential on leadership
practices in relation to learning?










2

How do school leaders consistently
utilise their autonomy to improve
student learning and outcomes, to
develop successful lifelong learners,
and to develop new pedagogies and
competencies? In particular, how do
they develop staff capacity, quality
and distributed leadership?

Sub-question addressed in survey
of principals in Australia

Summary of findings

Is the extent of autonomy greater
than, about the same as or less
than what was provided five years
ago?

Nearly half of the principals reported that schools had more
autonomy than five years ago. Very few reported less autonomy.
Table 10

To what extent do schools have the
authority to make significant
decisions in curriculum, pedagogy,
personnel and resources?

Relatively few decisions are made by the system without
consultation with the school. Schools tend to make decisions
within a centrally-determined framework. A noteworthy finding is
the relatively large number of principals who report making the
selection of teaching and non-teaching staff in full autonomy
(within terms and conditions of enterprise agreements). Table 11

To what extent does autonomy
enable principals to make decisions
that help achieve improved learning
outcomes?

Principals generally perceive factors listed in Table 11 help them
achieve improved learning outcomes. A capacity to raise funds
locally or to form a school board or council was viewed positively
but less so than other factors. Table 12

What approaches do principals
adopt to build the capacity of their
staff to make decisions that will help
improve learning outcomes?

A large majority of principals considered they employed all
strategies to a moderate to very frequent extent. This is most
encouraging if generalised to all schools across the country since
each is invariably included in lists of what ought to be done. It
may be that some principals were rating what is desirable as
much as what is current practice. Table 13

3

How do different school systems
build cultures of autonomy?

How has the school system built an
enduring capacity among its
schools to exercise their autonomy?

Principals provided generally positive ratings on the effectiveness
of various strategies that systems adopt to build capacity for
autonomy. This suggests a strong culture of autonomy is being
built. Noteworthy were the consistently high ratings of
effectiveness of setting school-based targets for improvement.
Table 14

To what extent is there an enduring
capacity among schools to exercise
their autonomy?

Principals generally gave high ratings of the extent to which an
enduring capacity is being built across the system and in their
own schools. Ratings were generally higher for their own
schools. Table 15
Analyses revealed no statistically significant differences among
groups of respondents in Table 15. This was one of only two
instances where this was the case.

4

What are the roles that need to be
undertaken by intermediate level
structures (i.e. districts, authorities,
divisions) to ensure equity and whole
system performance, and how do
these roles impact on school
autonomy?

What should the school system do
to secure alignment across the
system as far as quality and equity
is concerned?

Principals were invited to rate the effectiveness of strategies
adopted by their school systems to secure alignment across the
system for quality and equity. This item did not specifically refer
to autonomy. All items were considered to be more effective than
ineffective. Table 16

5

How do accountability structures
(including national tests, inspection
and targets) support or constrain the
development of cultures of
autonomy?

To what extent do accountability
structures and processes support or
constrain the exercise of autonomy
in schools?

There was a dichotomy in the ratings. Six are generally viewed
as clearly constraining and four are perceived to be both
constraining and supporting. In the first category are
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 are
performance management
requirements
for
principals,
performance management requirements for teachers, system
requirements for school review, and system requirements for
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accountability. The most constraining factor was compliance
requirements. The most supportive was performance
management requirements for teachers. Table 17
6

What practices aimed at fostering
new pedagogies for the 21st Century
exist in the schools? What are the
views/conceptions of school leaders
regarding the development of 21st
Century competencies and of the
pedagogical challenges involved in
their implementation?

7

How is any of the above influenced
by school context?

What new pedagogies have been
developed in schools? What
progress has been made?

Principals were asked to assess progress for several pedagogies
that are common to most lists of so-called 21st century skills,
especially
collaboration,
creativity,
problem-solving,
communication, and new approaches to the use of digital literacy/
technologies in learning. Also included were new topics or new
emphases in the traditional curriculum. Most involve new
approaches to assessment and the creation of new assessment
rubrics, They reported moderate to high levels of progress in
each instance, with most progress for collaboration and least for
new approaches in the use of new digital literacy/technologies in
learning. Table 18

What is principals’ level of
confidence in autonomy as one
strategy for helping to achieve
higher levels of student
achievement?

The pattern of responses was clear: 10.9 percent of principals
provided a rating on the low side of ‘moderate’ whereas 68.7
percent rated it on the high side of ‘moderate. Table 19

Taking all things into account,
would principals prefer more, less
or about the same level of
autonomy?

A majority of principals (57.9 percent) prefer more autonomy.
Just 2.8 percent prefer less autonomy while 39.3 percent prefer
the same as at present. There were no statistically significant
differences (p<0.05) among the preferences of different groups of
principals, one of only two instances where this was the case.
Table 20

What influence does context have
on patterns of response to these
questions?

There were several statistically significant differences among
groups of principals that reflect differences in school context.
These are described in the next section of Part C.

Type/level of school (9 statistically significant differences)









Principals in special schools reported more autonomy than did their
counterparts in adapting the national/system curriculum and adapting this
to address special education needs
Principals of special schools reported a higher level of impact than did
their counterparts for ‘adapting national/system curriculum to address
special education needs’
Principals in special schools reported higher levels of progress in giving
priority to communication than did their counterparts
Principals of combined primary-secondary schools nominated a higher
frequency in the use of system support/consultants than did their
counterparts.
Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered setting
targets for the system to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered
conferences at the regional level and support for principals to be more
effective than did their counterparts
Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered
performance management requirements for principals to be more
supportive than constraining than did their counterparts.

In summary Noteworthy is the higher level of autonomy reported by principals of
special schools than reported by their counterparts, reflecting the markedly
different student make-up in their schools and the complexity of approaches to
learning and teaching. Many decisions in response to these circumstances simply
cannot be made centrally. Combined primary-secondary schools in the public
sector are found mainly in provincial or remote/very remote settings and it is
understandable that they seek the support of system support/consultants and
value conferences at the regional level to a greater extent than their counterparts.
Noteworthy is that principals of these schools considered setting targets for the
system to be more effective than their counterparts, with performance
management requirements for principals seen as more supportive than
constraining.
Years of experience as principal/acting principals in current school (12 statistically
significant differences)



Principals with three years or less of experience as a principal/acting
principal in their current school reported more autonomy than five years
ago compared to their counterparts
Principals with three years of experience or less as principal/acting
principal in their current school reported a higher frequency of use of
system support/consultants than their counterparts
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Principals with three years or less experience as principal/acting principal
in their current school considered the setting of system-wide targets for
the demonstration of required capacities to be more effective than did
their counterparts
Principals with three years or less of experience as principal/acting
principal in their current school considered support for principals on
related matters to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals with four to six years of experience as principal/acting principal
in their current school reported higher levels of progress in giving priority
to new topics or new emphases in the traditional curriculum and to
communication and to new approaches in the use of digital
literacy/technologies in learning than did their counterparts
Principals with more than six years experience as principal in their current
school reported a higher level of autonomy than did their counterparts in
adapting the national/system curriculum and adapting this to address
special education needs
Principals with more than six years of experience as principal in their
current school perceived a higher level of impact than did their
counterparts for ‘adapting national / system curriculum to address special
education needs’.
Principals with more than six years of experience as principal/acting
principal in their current school considered conferences at the system
level to be more effective than did their counterparts.
Principals in combined primary-secondary schools considered
performance management requirements for principals to be more
supportive than constraining than did their counterparts.

In summary The differences among groups are striking but understandable.
Principals with three years or less of experience in their current schools report
more autonomy than five years ago and more readily seek support. They are
comfortable with the setting of system-wide targets. Principals with more years of
experience in their current school report more progress in the implementation of
st
21 century skills and a higher level of autonomy in adapting curriculum, both
generally and in response to special education needs. The longest-serving
principals in their current schools considered conferences at the system level to
be more effective than did their counterparts.
Total years of experience as a principal/acting principal (3 statistically significant
differences)
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Principals with less than three years of total experience as a
principal/acting principal considered system-level support for principals as
they build a capacity to exercise autonomy to be more effective than did
their counterparts




Principals with three years or less of total experience as a principal/acting
principal considered the support for principals on related matters to be
more effective than did their counterparts
Principals with four to six years of total experience as a principal/acting
principal reported more autonomy than five years ago compared to their
counterparts.

In summary Consistent with the foregoing, when total years of experience as
principals is taken into account, those with fewer years of experience place a
higher value on system support. Principals with the longest experience report
more autonomy than five years ago.
Size of school (5 statistically significant differences)






Principals in large schools considered system requirements for school
review relatively more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in large schools reported higher levels of progress in giving
priority to communication and new approaches to the use of digital
literacy/technologies than did their counterparts
Principals in schools of moderate size considered consistent advocacy for
quality and equity to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in schools of moderate size perceived national/system targets
for improvement as more supportive than constraining than did
counterparts.

In summary Principals of large schools considered system requirements for school
review to be more effective that did their counterparts and reported greater
st
progress in the implementation of several 21 century skills. Principals of
moderate-sized schools reported a higher level of effectiveness of advocacy of
quality and equity than did their counterparts and perceived national/system
targets for improvement to be more supportive than constraining.
Location of school (15 statistically significant differences)





Principals in schools in remote/very remote settings reported more
autonomy than did their counterparts in decisions on the adoption of new
or innovative curricula
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered consistent advocacy
by state/territory government/ministers for quality and equity to be more
effective than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered the inclusion of
desired capacities in performance management and development plans
for teachers to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered conferences at the
regional level and support for principals and support for teachers to be
more effective than their counterparts

39








Principals in remote/very remote schools considered national/system
testing to be more supportive than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals in remote/very remote schools considered performance
management requirements for principals and for teachers and system
requirements for school review and accountability, to be more supportive
than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals of metropolitan schools reported a higher frequency than did
their counterparts in ‘I make use of system support/consultants’ and ‘I
make use of student test results or assessments including NAPLAN
(except for special schools)’
Principals in metropolitan schools reported higher levels of progress in
giving priority to new approaches in the use of digital literacy/technologies
and new forms of assessment than did their counterparts.

In summary Twelve of 15 statistically significant differences concerning the
location of schools were associated with remote/very remote schools. These
schools reported a higher level of autonomy on some matters, valued system
support as well as national/system frameworks for performance management,
school review and accountability. They also valued advocacy of quality and equity
by system leaders as well as conferences at the regional level. Principals of
metropolitan schools reported more use of system support/consultants and the
use of test results such as NAPLAN. They also reported greater progress in the
st
implementation of some 21 century skills.
ICSEA score of school (1 statistically significant difference)


Principals in schools with relatively high ICSEA scores reported more
autonomy than did their counterparts in the selection of non-teaching staff.

In summary It is surprising that the ICSEA score for a school, essentially a
measure of socio-educational advantage and SES, was identified only once
among the 59 statistically significant differences when the Kruskal-Wallis test was
applied. It is counter to a popular view of the relevance of ICSEA to school
autonomy. The single difference is, however, particularly noteworthy: ‘Principals in
schools with relatively high ICSEA scores reported more autonomy than did their
counterparts in the selection of non-teaching staff’.
Board/council (13 statistically significant differences)
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Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal reported more autonomy
than did their counterparts in the selection of teaching and non-teaching
staff
Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal perceived a higher level of











impact than did their counterparts for the selection of teaching and nonteaching staff
Principals in schools with a board or council that has authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal considered performance
management requirements for principals and system requirements for
school review and system requirements for accountability to be more
supportive than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals in schools with a board or council with authority to make
decisions that require action by the principal had a higher level of
confidence in autonomy as one strategy to improve learning than did their
counterparts
Principals in schools that have a board or council that may only provide
advice or recommendations perceived consistent advocacy of autonomy
by senior leaders of the system to be more effective than did their
counterparts
Principals in schools with boards or councils that may provide advice or
recommendations only considered the setting and monitoring of targets
for the system to be more effective than did their counterparts
Principals in schools with a board or council that may offer advice or
recommendations only considered performance requirements for
principals as more supportive than constraining than did their counterparts
Principals in schools that do not have a board or council considered
needs-based funding of schools to be more effective than did their
counterparts.

In summary The findings for principals of schools with a board or council that has
authority to make decisions that require action by the principal are particularly
striking. Not only do they report more authority than did their counterparts in the
selection of teaching and non-teaching staff but they reported a higher impact on
learning of such decisions. They see matters related to the performance
management of principals, school review and accountability as more supportive
than constraining. They are more confident in the efficacy of autonomy as one
strategy for improving learning. Principals of schools that had a board or council
which provide advice or recommendations only reported as more effective than
their counterparts the setting and monitoring of targets for the system.
Performance requirements for principals were seen as more supportive than
constraining. Principals of schools with no board or council considered needsbased funding of schools to be more effective than did their counterparts.
Discussion
The APPA study As described in Part A, the survey reported in these pages was
conducted about two years after a survey on autonomy was conducted by the
Australian Primary Principals Association (APPA). There are notable differences
between the two studies. The APPA survey involved principals of government,
Catholic and independent primary principals, with responses from about 10
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percent of all such principals. School systems were identified. In contrast, the
current survey involved a sample of principals of primary, secondary, combined
primary-secondary and special schools, and school systems were not identified.
There was no finer-grained analysis to identify differences between groups in the
APPA study like there was in the current survey. There were, however, several
striking similarities in the findings where general comparisons were possible:
principals in the APPA study reported generally high levels of freedom to make
decisions, especially in adapting curriculum and pedagogy, as well as teacher
professional learning, and believed that this freedom is associated with improved
learning outcomes. Principals in the APPA survey strongly supported the
engagement of external agents in assessing their school’s performance as they
also did as far as their capacity to influence the recruitment of staff is concerned.
They generally preferred greater freedom to address staff under-performance.
They valued the opportunity to work with other schools and some had the freedom
to enter into educational contractual arrangements, which they perceived had a
positive impact on learning outcomes.
Role of school board or council Returning to the findings in the current survey,
those related to the role of the school board or council are interesting. On the one
hand, principals did not perceive them to have a particularly strong influence on
learning outcomes. On the other hand, as noted in the previous section, principals
of schools with a board or council that has authority to make decisions that require
action by the principal reported more authority than did their counterparts in the
selection of teaching and non-teaching staff, and they reported a higher impact on
learning of such decisions. It seems that the board or council empowered the
principal, or the principal felt more empowered, in these matters. These principals
seem more comfortable with matters related to performance management, school
review and accountability.
Constraints on autonomy Nowhere in the Australian setting is it argued that
schools should have complete autonomy. All schools, including those in the
Catholic and independent sectors are constrained in significant ways. The
dichotomous nature of most findings in the current survey are noteworthy, with
principals generally comfortable with (supportive of) performance management,
school review and accountability but identifying as especially constraining matters
related to national/system curriculum and testing and expectations/demands on
their time. They reported that compliance requirements were particularly
constraining, and this is a matter taken up in the short list of recommendations.
Sense of system Nowhere in the findings is there a sense that a relatively high
level of autonomy is synonymous with a loss of system, that is, that a set of
somewhat independent schools has been created with recent trends. The support
of the system is generally reported to be effective, in autonomy and in efforts to
achieve quality and equity. These observations apply also to schools in
remote/very remote settings which, interestingly, report a relatively high level of
autonomy, but they clearly value the work of system support/consultants.
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A culture of autonomy There is ample evidence in the findings that schools and
school systems are making good progress in building a culture of autonomy in the
sense adopted for the study (see Part A). The various items referring to building
an ‘enduring capacity’ are notable examples. This is a general finding, but there is
evidence of developments that principals find highly constraining, and these
present a threat to the creation of a strong culture. This refers, in particular, to the
demands on the principals’ time and the weight of compliance requirements.
Caution
As always with surveys of this kind, there is a need for caution in the interpretation
of the findings. One such caution was described on page 13 in Part A, namely, the
limitation of generalisability. The second is to note that there was a diversity of
responses for each item in the survey. This is especially important in
understanding the data in each of the tables in Part B. For example, Table 11 on
page 18 indicates a relatively high level of autonomy on the centralisationdecentralisation continuum for key decisions. This was the case with adapting
national/system curriculum to reflect local needs, yet 10.2 percent of respondents
indicated that decisions in this matter were ‘taken centrally in full autonomy’.
Expressed another way, some jurisdictions provide no discretion for schools, or
that is the perception of this group of principals. We don’t know which jurisdictions
they are, because there was an undertaking that no attempt would be made to
identify them in the analysis or in this report. A related caution is concerned with
the statistically significant differences that were found in the finer-grained analysis.
While statistically significant, the issue here is how important were the differences.
This is illustrated in Appendix 3 where the Kruskal-Wallis test was explained and
illustrated. Table B on page 66 identifies where the statistically significant
difference existed among the respondents with different levels of experience, but
there was a wide range of responses, including several that were not dramatically
different from one another, even if the differences were statistically significant.
The third caution derives from the wider context of the different contributions from
Australia to the International Study on School Autonomy (ISSAL). For example, it
is reported in The Autonomy Premium (Caldwell 2016b) that whether or not
autonomy makes a difference as far as learning outcomes are concerned
depends to a large extent on whether schools have a capacity to make the link to
learning. This raises the question about programs for the preparation and ongoing
professional development of principals which are addressed in the next and final
phase of ISSAL. Anecdotal evidence and feedback from leaders of several key
stakeholders on a draft of this report suggests that programs offered by some
jurisdictions may focus more on matters related to compliance than building a
capacity for the exercise of professional autonomy.

43

Recommendations
Three short inter-related recommendations are offered to conclude the report.
System support It is clear that principals generally appreciate the support of their
school systems that should be commended for the progress they have made in
this regard. However, there is evidence that, despite good intentions and some
progress, many principals would appreciate more, especially those in the early
years of their principalship and those in remote/very remote settings.
Workload and compliance requirements 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.
Leadership development It seems from the evidence that principals become more
‘comfortable’ with autonomy as they gain experience in the role. Those with few
years of experience seem less certain or seek higher levels of support. While
‘learning from experience’ is part of any professional role, there is merit in the
design and delivery of programs of preparation and professional learning that will
accelerate the process of leading under conditions of autonomy. This is the next
stage of the ISSAL project. ……………………………………………………………
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APPENDIX 2: CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS’ SCHOOLS
Appendix 2 provides an assessment of the extent to which respondents’ schools
had similar characteristics to the sample schools identified by ACER.
Table A summarises the characteristics according to level/type of school. For
example, 31.1 percent of schools in the sample of 630 schools were primary
schools but the response rate was 27.8 percent. Overall, the demographic profiles
are similar. When the chi-square statistic was calculated for the distribution within
the ACER sample and survey response for the level/type type of school, no
statistically significant difference was found (p= 0.66).
Table A: Level/type of school in the sample and survey response
Level/type

ACER Sample % (number)

Survey Response % (number)

Primary

31.1 (196)

27.8 (41)

Secondary

27.0 (170)

28.6(42)

Combined primary-secondary

22.5 (142)

21.2 (31)

Special

19.4 (122)

22.4 (33)

(630)

(147)

Total

Table B summarises the same comparisons for location of school (metropolitan,
provincial, remote, very remote). Among the responses, metropolitan and remote
schools were slightly over-represented and provincial and very remote slightly
under-represented. When the chi-square statistic was calculated a statistically
significant difference was found between the ACER sample and survey response
for distribution of the location of schools (p=0.001).
Table B: Location of school in the sample and survey response
Location of school

ACER Sample % (number)

Survey Response % (number)

Metropolitan

49.8 (314)

54.4 (80)

Provincial

36.8 (232)

31.3 (46)

Remote

6.2 (39)

12.3 (18)

Very remote

7.1 (45)

2.0 (3)

Total

(630)

(147)

Table C summarises comparisons for size of school – very small, small, moderate
and large – with different specifications for these categories for each type/level of
school. Among primary schools, small schools are under-represented. Among
secondary schools, small schools were also under-represented while moderatesized schools were over-represented. Among combined primary-secondary
schools, very small schools were considerably under-represented while large
schools were considerably over-represented.
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Table C: Size of school in the ACER sample and survey response
Level/type of school

Primary

(classified according to quartile)

Size

ACER Sample %
(number)

Survey Response
% (number)

Very small

7.4 (47)

6.1 (9)

8.1 (51)

4.1 (6)

7.6 (48)

9.5 (14)

7.9 (50)

8.2 (12)

5.9 (37)

3.4(5)

7.9 (50)

6.1(9)

5.7 (36)

8.2 (12)

7.5 (47)

10.9 (16)

5.9 (37)

3.4 (5)

5.4 (34)

5.4 (8)

5.1 (32)

4.8 (7)

6.2 (39)

7.5 (11)

4.6 (29)

8.2 (12)

4.8 (30)

4.1 (6)

5.1 (32)

5.4 (8)

4.9 (31)

4.8 (7)

<78
Small
78-250
Moderate
251-430
Large
>430
Secondary

Very small
<504
Small
504-765
Moderate
766-1048
Large
>1048

Combined

Very small
<90
Small
90-162
Moderate
163-356
Large
>356

Special

Very small
<38
Small
38-65
Moderate
66-117
Large
>117
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However, there were no statistically significant differences when the chi-square
statistic was calculated for the distribution within the ACER sample and survey
response for the type and size of schools (p= 0.37).
Overall, with the exceptions noted above, the profiles of sample and response
schools are generally very similar.
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APPENDIX 3: ILLUSTRATING THE KRUSKAL-WALLIS TEST
The Kruskal-Wallis test (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2013 pp. 658-660) was
chosen to determine whether there were statistically significant differences among
three or more groups of respondents for an independent variable (for example,
number of years of experience as principal in current school). The null hypothesis
that there will be no difference between principals according to experience as a
principal in the current school was rejected for a pre-determined probability level
(p) of 0.05 or less. A p value of 0.05 indicates that there was a 95 percent chance
that there was a real not a chance difference between the cohorts. The lower the
p value the less likely the observed difference occurred by chance. The value of
the mean rank helps identify the group that gave the highest numerical rating for a
particular item.
For example, examining the data in Table A (derived from Table 11 in Part B after
using the Kruskal-Wallis test), the mean ranks for years 4-6 and more than 6 are
the highest for decentralisation and lowest for centralisation in comparison to 0-3
years for ‘adapting national/system curriculum to address special education
needs’ (p=0.032). Cross-tabulation (illustrated in Table B) was used to determine
which of these had the highest percentage of responses for a decision taken by
the school in full autonomy. The cross tabulation in Table B reveals that those
who had been a principal for more than six years in their current school were the
most positive that the decision was taken by the school in full autonomy (11.5
percent as shown in bold font).
Table A: Centralisation and decentralisation of decisions for key functions
according to years as principal in current school (ranks for Kruskal-Wallis test)
Number of years as
Item

N

Mean Rank

principal in current school

Adapting national/system

0-3

61

67.35

curriculum to reflect local

4-6

34

80.93

context

More than 6

52

77.27

Total

147

0.199

Adapting national/system

0-3

61

63.65

curriculum to address

4-6

34

81.35

special education needs

More than 6

52

81.34

Total

147

0.032

Determining approaches to

0-3

61

68.05

learning

4-6

34

74.53

More than 6

52

80.63

60

p value

Total

147

0.243

Adopting new or innovative

0-3

61

69.03

curricula

4-6

34

76.29

More than 6

52

78.33

Total

147

0.441

Selecting continuing

0-3

61

70.16

teaching staff

4-6

34

72.44

More than 6

51

78.21

Total

146

0.565

Selecting continuing non-

0-3

61

72.39

teaching staff

4-6

34

71.75

More than 6

52

77.37

Total

147

0.756

Raising funds from the

0-3

61

68.58

wider community to support

4-6

33

75.80

the school

More than 6

52

77.81

Total

146

0.433

Formulating the budget of

0-3

61

69.30

the school for funds

4-6

34

80.38

provided to your school by

More than 6

52

75.35

the system

Total

Establishing a school

0-3

60

68.88

board/council

4-6

32

74.05

More than 6

52

75.72

Total

147

144

0.420

0.619

61

Table B: Centralisation and decentralisation of decisions for ‘adapting
national/system curriculum to address special education needs’ according to
years as principal in current school (cross tabulation for the Kruskal-Wallis test)
Number of years as
principal in your current
school

Total

Adapting national/system curriculum to reflect local context
Decision

Decision

Decision

Decision

Decision

taken

taken

taken by

taken by

taken by

centrally in

centrally

school within

school after

school in

full

after

centrally-

consultation

full

autonomy

consultation

determined

with others

autonomy

framework
0-3

Count
%

4-6

Count
%

More

Count

than 6

%

Total

Count
%

62

8

5

35

10

3

61

13.1%

8.2%

57.4%

16.4%

4.9%

100.0%

3

2

16

10

3

34

8.8%

5.9%

47.1%

29.4%

8.8%

100.0%

4

4

28

10

6

52

7.7%

7.7%

53.8%

19.2%

11.5%

100.0%

15

11

79

30

12

147

10.2%

7.5%

53.7%

20.4%

8.2%

100.0%

APPENDIX 4: OPEN-ENDED RESPONSES
Respondents were assured of anonymity, personally and for their schools and
school systems. Some words in the list of open-ended responses have been
changed so that the context cannot be identified. These words have been
replaced by italicised words in parentheses [ ].
1

Until principals are given far more autonomy/support over performance
management of poorly functioning teachers then the system and profession
will always be hampered by those who just hang on and on without resolution.
There are too many incompetent teachers languishing in schools, propped up
by a system that errs in their favour.

2

This school has only become an [autonomous school] at the start of 2015. It is
early days but the release from the shackles of the [department] has been
fantastic!!

3

The rhetoric needs to match the reality

4

Staffing is an issue that stifles autonomy in our system. Our centralised
staffing system continues to place teachers and school leaders into schools if
they don't find a placement through a transfer process. Schools do not have
the autonomy to choose all of their staff.

5

I have always felt that principals have had considerable autonomy to act at a
local level but many principals have lacked the confidence to make decisions
in the interests of their staff and community when it requires thinking 'outside
the box'.

6

The tension is related to ‘the accountability tail wagging the dog’. If we are not
careful the accountability regime will become the driver. This will then have a
deleterious effort on the profession. Creativity will most certainly decline.

7

Government imposed staffing freezes are of concern regarding impact on
learning outcomes.

8

Too often, compliance measures, whether they be about school or individual
performance and standards, involve the use of highly disruptive mechanisms
to try and collect data and compliance information, much of which is not
required or not of benefit to the school. The simple implementation of better
structures to support schools (more executive support, more opportunities for
teachers to work collaboratively within school time) would have much greater
impacts than the continued squeezing of the sponge to try and extract
additional drops of water. Eventually, teachers, executive and schools are
going to run dry. Equity between primary and high schools is required sooner
rather than later to ensure the support provided matches the accountabilities
demanded.

9

Schools and school leaders need higher levels of trust to use the tools they
have to best meet needs in their schools. The amount of time required for
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monitoring and reporting would better be used for in-house collaboration and
learning.
10 It all depends on what Autonomy actually means in the fine print!!
11 The time spent on compliance needs to be radically reduced to allow time to
be much better spent on educational and human leadership
12 Thanks!
13 I do not support the [high autonomy] strategy. I enjoy great support from my
regional office colleagues in matters that are their expertise not mine. I enjoy
great autonomy as it is. Bureaucratic processes still make life harder than it
should be.
14 Some of these questions need to be clarified more and more information
needs to be sought from the user. The question of funding has rarely been
raised and yet it is the most critical factor for us in applying autonomy more
effectively. I would prefer more of a system approach as we had before. We
now have to invent system type supports between schools, which takes up a
huge amount of time, and I would rather have the excellent support we had
previously.
15 Autonomy within the bounds of consistent curriculum content, accountability
framework and reputable pedagogical frameworks allows me to encourage
professional development, creativity, innovation. Students are able to move
within systems without being disadvantaged by the application of different
standards and expectations.
16 Although autonomy is a highly publicised strategy, sometimes middle
management bureaucracy gets in the way. We have a One Line Budget and
[change] gives us the autonomy to profile our own school; however, we are
still forced to keep staff when surplus to requirement because we have the
budget. This has stopped us from focussing on the school's priorities because
we have to keep staff that we do not need. Middle management are reluctant
to move people!
17 The increase in autonomy at the moment seems to focus on peripheral issues
like maintenance which I have no capacity to administer, other issues include
computing infrastructure which I also have no capacity to administer. These
take time away from teaching and learning which is where I would rather be
spending time and effort as they build the capacity of teachers to teach and
students to learn.
18 We are a remote Indigenous school so many of these questions are not really
relevant as although we have great autonomy there really isn't much support
for that autonomy and how it should look or work.
19 Found the survey difficult. Many questions were clumsily worded, especially
the ones requiring a Yes/No prior to a ranking.
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20 I think that there needs to be a definition of autonomy. If autonomy means that
more responsibilities are given to the principal with little or no system support
then it is not autonomy - it is cutting costs. If there is real autonomy then
principals should be allowed to be more creative within the system, not just
within their own schools.
21 In [our state] the differences between [autonomous] schools and [nonautonomous] schools with regards to autonomy are significant but slowly
reducing.
22 The value of autonomy totally depends on the capacity of each principal.
23 I understand that there need to be system wide processes. My difficulty
comes when the changes are drastic and when there has been a very short
time frame put on the expected change. If we did that in our schools there
would be an uproar and rightly so.
24 Being allowed/encouraged to do things is sometimes not possible because of
the need to get other things done.
25 Autonomy and creative solutions are reliant upon intelligent and excellent
teachers. We work in an environment in which attracting strong and
experienced teachers in areas of short supply isn't easy. We work very hard in
training up keen graduates. For our secondary areas that is more problematic
than in the primary area of our school. We are well funded to do the core
business, but being highly creative with our demographic would be so much
more possible with just a little more funding.
26 We are a senior secondary school (Yr11 & 12 only) and so we have little
flexibility in curriculum and assessment available to us for our students as this
is determined by the [curriculum authority] and this made answering some
survey questions challenging. There is a lot more flexibility possible K-12.
Within [one strand] we have considerable flexibility. Our system now seems to
be grappling with the balance between school autonomy and centrally
determined priorities, which is an interesting contrast to the approach under
the previous state government where the potential benefits of autonomy were
compromised by a lack of financial capacity at the local level. Autonomy can
only mean something if there is capacity at the local level (human and
financial) to do something with it. [Our] government schools are caught in
limbo land because system obligations and financial capacity compromise
local decision making. Finally, I have provided an indicative ICSEA value only
as the My School website does not contain an ICSEA value for our school (the
answer we've been given to this is that ICSEA is a derivation of Year 9
NAPLAN results at the school and as a Year 11-12 only school we have no
Year 9's). So I have averaged the ICSEA value for our four Year 7-10 feeder
schools.
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27 If I get more autonomy I need the resources to be autonomous. Without the
resources there is no point. We are unlikely to get more resources so less
autonomy is better where centre takes up things like OHS, etc
28 Extreme demands for accountability and compliance take away from focus on
T&L but also I do understand the need for accountability!
29 I would prefer more autonomy in the area of curriculum and greater support in
the selection and management of staff.
30 Being a [non-autonomous school] we are constrained in ways that the
[autonomous schools] are not. There are also issues with regard to
Leadership and Professional Learning opportunities that are only made
available to [autonomous] principals. This is inequitable.
31 Principals know their communities well and need to be given autonomy to
respond to this.
32 In a government school they state we have considerable autonomy. This is
not true. There are many regulations which limit autonomy and if I had more I
am highly confident I could direct my energies into producing even higher
student learning outcomes. Valuable time is taken away from teaching and
learning to complete accountability measures that have very little impact on
student learning outcomes.
33 It is very hard to balance all the current demands placed on schools to meet
an ever increasing curriculum load.
34 Difficult questions for small, [non-autonomous] public schools, especially
where staffing is concerned. Often have to take unsuitable staff members to
fill vacancies - accountability.
35 My workload is excessive and draining. A lot of this is due to the increase in
autonomy. More centralised support would be appreciated.
36 The point about autonomy as one strategy to improve student outcomes is
important. Autonomy is generally a good thing, but by itself it cannot raise
student outcomes. It hinges on other support. Furthermore, autonomy usually
relates to administrative matters, not educational matters. So curriculum
practices, reporting practices and assessment timing and structures particularly external assessments - are all still centrally determined.
37 Many of the questions were difficult to understand. There were many
components to the question and the responses did not always provide option
that was most relevant. I hope my responses were clear and representative of
my beliefs.
38 Our Specialist School is rated as Highly Disadvantaged. An ICSEA score of
1000 is highly insensitive to our Disadvantage profile. We have had a high
level of [autonomy] since 1988. Autonomy sometimes comes at a price but I
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would not want it any other way. The extraordinarily hard work of Principals is
not remunerated adequately compared with principals in other states who
have not had to shoulder the burden of the workload that Autonomy brings.
39 We are changing from points for staffing to dollars and the dollars are based
on the average of staff experience. For some schools with experienced staff
this means a huge cost to the school and also concerns by the experienced
teachers that they are not wanted across the system.
40 The system within which I work is more focused on principal authority than
autonomy. This focus has allowed the system to remain very much a
collegiate system rather than a loose federation of disconnected schools,
while empowering principals.
41 An over-unionised workforce remains a significant impediment to school
autonomy. A construction, formulated in the 19th century, has no place in 21st
century schools. A union's views on workforce, budget, and student learning
are at odds with contemporary thinking. There needs to be greater trust in the
ability of the school to make the most appropriate decisions. However before
this can occur the system needs to get better at recruiting quality school
leaders. Autonomy in the hands of an incompetent principal is an unmitigated
disaster. It then results in a system responding reactively and imposing
unnecessary control. The relationship between the principal and their network
leader/director is paramount to the success of the school. They are the
conduit between system accountability/responsibility and day to day
operations at the school.
42 This is a complex area; after nearly 12 years as principal I am better able to
use autonomy and seek it out. Your questions need more nuance to identify
this.
43 We are an [autonomous school] and an Education Support Centre. The
department continues to put more and more expectations on the principals. I
am a Level 3 with NO Deputy. My health due to my stress level is beginning to
suffer. It cannot be maintained. They have just come out with a new initiative
about mental health of the staff. Nowhere that I have found is there any
mention of the mental health of the principal....and where will I find time to
implement when I have all the other accountability things I have to deal with.
44 Increased autonomy for principals (particularly in small and remote schools)
regarding removing ineffective teachers, along with more support for leaders
to develop ineffective teachers should be a much greater priority.
45 My school is not [autonomous], more autonomy and trust in recruiting
appropriate staff is my main area of concern. I know who I need for my school
and would like the opportunity to recruit as needed. Currently I cannot employ
valuable, effective staff when there are re-deployed staff to consider.
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46 Autonomy is being given lip-service and evidence is not provided as to how it
will lead to improve student outcomes. In many ways autonomy is a way for
governments to cut funds and inform the public to speak with their local
principal about how funds are expended, i.e. pass the blame.
47 Autonomy is not really aligned with the system in terms of acting outside
constraints policies prescribed by two levels of governments and central
authorities. Principals and schools not resourced to take advantage of an
autonomous framework.
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