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Abstract 

 

Over the last 50 years, a movement from autocratic centralised systems of control to more 

decentralised systems whereby school personnel were given considerably more control over 

resource allocation, recruitment, and school planning took place in various education 

jurisdictions across the world. During that time too, it was claimed by many that leadership in 

schools, was most important in bringing about improved levels of student achievement. A 

consequence of this is that currently those who oversee certain education systems have 

developed standards and competency frameworks to address potential leadership 

development gaps. Australia has been no different in the latter regard. 

  

The study reported in this thesis considers the latter phenomenon specifically in relation to 

the State of Western Australia. The aim was to generate understandings about the origins, 

developments and policies regarding the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standards for Principals’ (the Standard) as they relate 

to Western Australian public primary school principals. This included how they are located in 

relation to the broad historical context out of which related initiatives arose, their more 

immediate evolution, and recent related policy developments. Three sets of propositions were 

generated in relation to each of these matters and each is considered in detail. Overall, it was 

concluded that despite initial uptake and reference to the Standard in Western Australian 

State education documents, for the most part they remained silent in both visibility and 

enactment. At the same time, though, it led to the generation of valuable discussions 

pertaining to school leadership that resulted in the generation of initiatives and developments 

aimed at promoting and developing Western Australian primary school principals. 

  

The thesis concludes with an outline of implications for the development and support of 

principals in the Western Australian public education system. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

The aim of the study reported in this thesis was to generate understandings about the origins, 

developments and policies regarding the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standards for Principals’ (Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership [AITSL], 2014) as they relate to Western Australian (WA) 

public primary school principals. The focus was influenced by an awareness of the literature 

that argues that when considering school-related factors, leadership is second only to 

classroom instruction in bringing about improvement in student achievement (Brown & 

Williams, 2015; Day & Sammons, 2014; Duigan, 2012; Hackmann, 2016; Leithwood, 2019; 

Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004; Molapo, Parson, Hunter & Butz, 2016). 

In other words, excellent school leaders are considered to be critical to ensuring a high-

quality education system. Also, as others have stated (Blaik, Hourani & Litz, 2019; Bryant, 

2015; Dewitt, 2020; Lakomski, Eacott & Evers, 2016; Leithwood, 2019; MacNeill & Silcox, 

2021; Mason, Liabenow & Patschke, 2020; Murphy, 2017; Robinson, 2007), it is when 

leaders focus on developing the core business of teaching and learning in schools that student 

achievement improves. Awareness of that, then, prompts one to ask ‘what steps should those 

overseeing an education system take to ensure quality leadership in schools?’ 

 

One way senior education system personnel have attempted to address the latter 

question is through generating standards regarding leadership and leadership development. 

However, as Ingvarson and Anderson (2007) stated back in 2007, “it is one thing to create 

standards. It is quite another to ensure that they become embedded in everyday thought and 
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practice” (p. 12). A response in various countries, including the United States of America 

(USA), England and Canada, has been to generate performance standards for school 

principals. That, though, has not been the case in Australia.  

 

The ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014), often referred to 

as ‘the Standard’ by the nation’s principals, was developed as a content standard rather than 

as a performance one. In other words, it was not intended to be used as a measure for 

selecting or appraising principals (Dinham, 2011). Nevertheless, as Dinham (2011, p. 8) has 

stated, the ‘Standard’ can “be used by potential, aspiring and current principals, professional 

education bodies and associations, employers, education unions and the wider community.” 

That certainly has been the case in Western Australia. 

 

Regardless of the purpose to which ‘standards’ are used however, Murphy’s (2017) 

point that they should exert influence on school leaders is persuasive. With that in mind, the 

current researcher set out to conduct an investigation aimed at arriving at understandings 

regarding the origins, developments and policies regarding the Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standards for Principals’ 

(AITSL, 2014) as they relate to Western Australian public primary school principals. 

 

The remainder of this opening chapter is presented in four sections. First, some 

definitions of central concepts used throughout the thesis are outlined. Secondly, an overview 

of the background to the study reported later is provided. Thirdly, an outline of associated 

academic literature is presented. Fourthly, an overview of the methodology of the study that 

was conducted is detailed. The final section of the chapter outlines the content of the 

remaining chapters of the thesis. 
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Central Concepts Used Throughout the Thesis 

Before providing some background to the study reported later, as well as an overview of the 

literature related to it, a number of definitions of central concepts used throughout are 

provided. 

 

Principal 

Regarding Western Australia (WA), the principal is seen as the person providing education 

leadership in the school and as the individual responsible for ensuring that there is 

compliance with relevant legislation and with Education Department’ policies and 

procedures, including in relation to the management of financial and physical resources and 

staff. 

 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals 

This refers to “what principals are expected to know, understand and do to succeed in their 

work and ensure their leadership has a positive impact” (AITSL, 2014, p. 4) in relation to 

Australian schools. The use of the singular term ‘standard’ is a little confusing, since a range 

of standards are outlined. 

 

Understandings 

Understandings can be also considered to be theory. In accord with the methodology 

influenced by grounded theory principle that was adopted in the conducting of the study 

reported in this thesis, theory is defined as “a set of well-developed concepts related through 

statements of relationship” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 15). 
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Background to the Study 

A copious volume of literature on effective leadership in education acknowledges that good 

principal leadership is vital in improving school effectiveness and student achievement 

(Barnett, Shoho & Cypres, 2012; Bush & Glover, 2003; Dewitt, 2017; Dewitt, 2020; Dinham, 

2011; Dinham, 2016; Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2019; MacNeill & Silcox, 2021; Mason 

et al., 2020; Masters, 2018; McDowell, 2018; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012; Ubben, Hughes & 

Norris, 2016). Ridden and De Nobile (2012) also highlighted the significance of leadership in 

schools when they stated that “perspectives about leadership don’t just influence actions. 

They influence the dynamics of interpersonal relations and, through those, the way the school 

operates and ‘feels’” (p. 7). 

 

While evidence of the effect of ‘strong’ leadership on school effectiveness is 

convincing, what actually constitutes effective school leadership is not clear. Some research 

has indicated that particular styles of school leadership have significantly greater influence on 

student achievement than others. Robinson (2007), for example, argued that instructional 

leadership has the greatest impact on students, as it focuses on the quality of both teachers 

and teaching, as opposed to transformational leadership that focuses more on teacher and 

leader relationships. Conversely, Leithwood et al. (2004) argued that there is a need to be 

sceptical about defining leadership through the use of adjectives. Thus, they defined 

successful school leadership as being based on three core practices. Namely, setting direction, 

developing people, and redesigning the school as an organisation. 

 

Robinson (2007) and Heffernan (2018) have suggested that, regardless of how 

leadership is labeled or defined, the realisation that all styles of leadership are not equal in 

bringing about improvements in student achievement raises challenges for policy makers and 
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education leadership researchers in trying to understand why all school leaders do not spend 

more time on developing effective leadership practices. Leithwood (2019) also stated that 

robust understandings of how school leaders make sense of, and respond to, external policy 

initiatives, along with local needs and priorities, are required. Furthermore, there are those 

who have argued that deep understandings of successful leadership capabilities, matched with 

the creation of conditions in schools that allow school leaders to learn and implement 

effective leadership practices, could go a long way to adding value to students’ learning 

(Dewitt, 2020; Dinham, 2016; Heffernan, 2018; Leithwood, 2019; Leithwood et al., 2004; 

Robinson, 2007; Wei, 2017). 

 

Currently, principals and their leadership capabilities are being examined in 

increasingly fine detail in various constituencies as accountability frameworks are being 

implemented in education systems across the world. Concurrently, the argument that it is 

vital to understand the influence of external policy mandates on the role of the principal and 

on how principals themselves perceive associated mandated ‘standards’ are being monitored 

(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership [AITSL], 2019; Department of 

Education, 2018b; Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium, 2008; National Policy 

Board for Education Administration, 2015; National Board for Professional Teaching 

Standards, 2010; Rallis & Goldring, 2000). On that, it is recognised that, collectively, 

principals possess a body of professional knowledge relative to their roles. It is also 

recognised that this knowledge has been acquired through experiences gained as they have 

progressed through their chosen career paths as school leaders. Sometimes, though not 

always, it can also be acquired as a result of formal leadership preparation in principal 

preparation programs, such as those that have been offered in England, the US and Finland 

(Bysik, Evstigneeva et al., 2015; Gurr & Drysdale, 2015; Grissom, Egalite & Lindsay, 2021; 
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Hart & Bredeson, 1996; Norris, Haynes, Arafeh & McDaniels, 2015; Militello, Gajda & 

Bowers, 2009; Supovitz, 2014). Specifically, regarding WA, school leaders are currently at 

liberty to make their own decisions about where and how to engage in professional 

development. On this, there is no requirement that they comply with any mandated 

accountability standards regarding their decisions (Gurr & Drysdale, 2015; Thorpe & Lamb, 

2019). 

 

Returning to the broader context, many European nations have been engaged for some 

time in a process of rethinking how school leaders should be professionally educated. One 

outcome of that process was an Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD) report that presented examples from around the world regarding how different 

nations prepare school leaders (Schleicher, 2012).  A set of research-informed leadership 

competencies to define effective school leadership was also identified from case studies 

conducted by the OECD on improving school leadership.  From considering the results on the 

34 countries examined, a number of instructive models of leadership development systems 

were identified. 

 

School leaders in England, who had participated in national leadership development 

programs since 2012, appeared to have attained greater improvements across the national 

school community in terms of improving school structures, student achievement and teacher 

development and support, than did those leaders who had not participated in them (Bush, 

2020; Bush, Bell & Middlewood, 2019; Schleicher, 2012; Supovitz, 2014). In Ontario, 

Canada, a coherent leadership strategy based on a specific leadership framework and built 

around the five domains of ‘setting direction’, ‘building relationships and developing people’, 

‘developing the organisation’, ‘leading the instructional program’, and ‘being accountable’, 
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was also created.  Those domains, while worded somewhat differently, are also to be found in 

the Australian Professional Standard for Principals developed by the Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) (AITSL, 2014). That is not surprising, as they 

were deemed by the OECD to be most instructive and worthy of consideration (Schleicher, 

2012). 

 

In addition, regarding Australia, The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for 

Young Australians (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 

Affairs [MCEETYA], 2008) proposed that school leaders should be responsible and 

accountable for the development of children and young people in order to ensure that they 

can become successful learners, confident creative individuals, and active informed citizens. 

Further to this, it stated: 

School principals and other school leaders play a critical role in supporting and 

fostering quality teaching through coaching and mentoring teachers to find the best 

ways to facilitate learning, and by promoting a culture of high expectations in schools.  

School leaders are responsible for creating and sustaining the learning environment 

and conditions under which quality teaching and learning take place. (MCEETYA, 

2008, p. 11) 

Concurrently, standards that underpin the role of the school principal, not only globally and 

nationally, but also specifically in Western Australia (WA), were developed.  Ingvarson and 

Anderson (2007, p. 12) argued that, on their own, these were not sufficient as it was also 

necessary that they “become embedded in everyday thought and practice” if they were to 

truly become effective. Militello, Fusarelli, Alsbury and Warren (2013, p. 86) also suggested 

that tensions might be felt by practising principals as they worked to align the expectations of 

‘one-size-fits-all’ standards with the realities of the everyday demands placed on them in 
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actual leadership practice in their specific school environments. That is a viewpoint also 

shared by Thorpe and Lamb (2019). Here, one is reminded of the point made back in 1999 by 

Louden and Wildy (1999) that there is the possibility that the way principals view lists of 

standards may result in attempts by them to fragment leadership practice into isolated 

components. 

 

On a positive note, Dinham, Collarbone, Evans and Mackay (2013) noted that the 

professional standards developed in Australia could provide key roles for school principals, 

depending on their intention with regard to promoting reflection and professional growth.  At 

the same time, they argued that, in developing national standards, divergence could take place 

depending on whether “a standard for principals should be used for appraisal purposes or as a 

guide for professional development, self-reflection and to inform processes.” (p. 4) 

Specifically regarding the Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ framework, they 

argued that it was not created to be a means to an end.  Rather, they purported, it was 

designed to provide a basis for the broader Australian community to understand the scope and 

complexity of a principal’s work and to outline what Australians could expect from their 

school leaders. Thus, they concluded, “it will be some time before there is evidence emerging 

of the impact of the Australian Professional Standard for Principals on school leadership” 

(Dinham et al., 2013, p. 18) and on how they might affect student achievement, teacher 

quality and curriculum delivery within schools across the nation (Dinham, 2016; Gurr & 

Drysdale, 2015). 

 

In relation specifically to education in WA, and particularly with regard to the 

government school sector, the Australian Professional Standard for Principals (AITSL, 

2019) has become a highly visible document that is promoted as being a vehicle with the 
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potential to empower school leaders to develop and support teaching that can maximize 

student learning. Three leadership lenses – ‘vision and values’, ‘knowledge and 

understanding’, and ‘personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills’ - were outlined as a 

foundation for selecting principals. In particular, principals are required to demonstrate 

competency in relation to the five related elements of ‘leading teaching and learning’, 

‘developing self and others’, ‘leading improvement’, ‘innovation and change’, ‘leading the 

management of the school’ and ‘engaging and working with the community’ (AITSL, 2019). 

That said, in 2022, Department recruitment personnel are currently trialing a new selection 

process that does not specifically refer to the ‘Standard’ in the same way. Thus the 

‘Standard’s’ presence is more covert within the process. 

 

Overall, the Australian Professional Standard for Principals has influenced much of 

what surrounds principal development and selection within the WA Department of Education 

(Department of Education, Western Australia [DoE], 2014). There is, at this juncture, 

however, limited research evidence available that could be specifically informative for 

primary school principals in WA as to how what is proposed for them in relation to the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals has evolved. The research outlined later in 

this thesis sought to make a contribution in that regard, by considering the broad context of 

historical antecedents and recent developments in the field, along with an examination of the 

Standards’ text. The specific aim of the study was to generate understandings in each of these 

areas. 
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Overview of the Literature 

This general overview of the literature relevant to the study reported later in this thesis draws 

on research undertaken both internationally and nationally on standards and on principal 

preparation programs.  It considers these matters in relation to ‘school management’, ‘school 

leadership and management’, ‘school context’, and ‘principal standards, preparation and 

practices’. They are revisited in much more detail in Chapter Two. 

 

School Management 

School management and managerial leadership (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Duigan, 2015; 

Kotter, 2013; O’Donoghue & Clarke, 2010) can be considered to include the organisational 

elements of a school that are directed towards maintaining the status quo, rather than towards 

facilitating change (Cuban, 1988). Frequently, what is involved can necessitate drawing upon 

various leadership qualities. Overall, the purpose is to maintain a smooth, working system 

(Bush, 2020; Cunningham, 2014; Murphy, 2017). 

 

Management is important in schools. Executed well, school management facilitates the 

work of others within a school and effective school leadership may not be possible without 

effective management (Bolman & Deal, 1997, 2018; Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; 

Nahavandi, 2015; Ramsey, 2006). A school principal’s focus has to, at least partly, be on 

functions, tasks and actions. To that end, management provides the core structures under 

which a school community operates (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Bush & Glover, 2003; 

Davies, 2006; Ubben et al., 2016). Generally, the focus is on maintaining current 

organisational procedures effectively and encompassing the daily routines that are 

incorporated in schools. With the latter including pedagogies, expectations regarding teacher 

timetabling, defining of objectives, evaluating of performance, and directing what records 
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need to be kept within a school (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Bush & Glover, 2014; 

Dembowski, 2006). 

 

Researchers have demonstrated for some time that managers are deemed to be “less 

concerned with being a resource than with using resources” (Everard, Morris & Wilson, 

2004, p. 5). Also, the nature of the focus of school management can be clustered into three 

domains: human, material, and financial. The human domain includes, but is not limited to, 

job design, career planning, curriculum development, performance management, training, and 

project work. The material domain is concerned with purchasing, with the control of stock, 

and with asset management. The financial domain relates to budgeting, cost control and fund-

raising (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Bush & Glover, 2014; Everard et al., 2004; 

Nahavandi, 2015). Management therefore, encapsulates the organisational aspects of the 

organisation. 

 

According to Ridden and De Nobile (2012), school leaders who primarily manage by 

focusing on the three domains of management outlined above can be somewhat effective in 

attaining a school’s goals.  However, a well-managed school is not necessarily a school that 

is well led. Bennis and Nanus (1985) focused on this decades ago when they stated that “the 

problem with many organisations … is that they tend to be over managed and under led. 

They may excel in the ability to handle the daily routine, yet never question whether the 

routine should be done at all” (p. 20). 

 

Those school leaders who are heavily engaged in management practices in an effort to 

ensure that a school operates effectively may be doing so under the false assumption that a 

school is a static organisation. Schools, however, are not in stasis. Rather, their environments 
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are continually changing, as are their contexts. Thus, adopting a management model alone for 

schools can be unhelpful and can be counterintuitive to achieving a school’s improvement 

goals (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Dembowski, 2006; Ubben et al., 2016). 

School management has been the primary focus of school leaders for quite some time. 

However, in many contexts, “the role of the school leader has grown far beyond that of the 

administrator” (Schleicher, 2012, p. 13). Whilst, typically, principals have held the role of 

managers within their schools, in recent times, management roles in some cases have been 

transferred to business management teams (Farr, 2014). Additionally, over the last two 

decades, there has been a shift from a management focus in schools to more of a leadership 

one, as school communities have come to the realisation that management alone may not 

guarantee a school’s future success (Blase, Blase & Phillips, 2010; Supovitz, 2014). Thus, the 

view is, that while school management personnel focus on managing existing activities, it is 

school leadership personnel who envisage a better future for a school (Ramsey, 2006). To 

address this matter, part of the overarching goal of the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals is to develop both the management and leadership qualities of the school leader so 

that, hopefully, effective schools will emerge (AITSL, 2014). 

 

School Leadership 

In current times, it is no longer deemed adequate for school principals to function simply as 

managers of their schools. Rather, they have to be leaders of teaching and learning in order to 

perpetuate change (Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Harvey & Holland, 2011). To this end 

leading and leadership were described by Cuban (1988) over three decades ago, as associated 

with influencing the actions of others in evoking change. They are concerned with individuals 

shaping the motivations, actions and goals of others, with the overall purpose of engendering 

change and development. 
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Later, Ramsey (2006) stated that leadership both energises and shapes a school by 

demonstrating the possibilities of what it can become. In addition, Dembowski (2006) 

distinguished leadership from management. He proposed that while “management is getting 

people to do what needs to be done, leadership is getting people to want to do what needs to 

be done” (p. 3). In a similar vein, Gardner (1990) defined leadership as a persuasive and 

influential process, whereby a leader, or leadership team, encourages others to pursue 

common goals and objectives. Also, Robertson and Timperley (2011) and Bush (2020) 

asserted that the role of leaders within a school is to initiate change to improve, innovate and 

transform in order to achieve current goals and set new ones. Furthermore, Day, Harris and 

Hadfield (2001), and Bush et al., (2019) asserted that leadership is about the development of 

people. 

 

School Leadership and Management 

As previously mentioned, management is linked with maintenance and school leadership is 

linked with change. Therefore, undertaking both roles may necessitate conducting a careful 

balancing act in order to improve school effectiveness and student achievement (Bush, 2020: 

Cuban, 1988; Day & Harris, n.d). On that, Lunenburg (2011) highlighted a disparity between 

school management and leadership when he stated that not all effective managers exercise 

leadership and, additionally, that not all leaders manage. Ramsey (2006) reinforced this 

notion when he suggested that there are many managers in schools, but far fewer leaders. 

Thus, he concluded, being an efficient manager does not automatically correspond with being 

an effective leader. In a similar vein, Dinham (2016) declared that it is when principals focus 

on leading teaching and learning that effective schools are built. Yet, managerial 

responsibilities can often distract one from executing this important leadership role. 

Hargreaves and Fink (2006) supported the ideal that when principals are leaders of learning 
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and are able to focus on a vision for the future, beyond the day-to-day management of school 

processes, lasting improvement in student achievement can occur. Heffernan (2018) 

reiterated the same point twelve years later. 

 

Bush and Glover (2003, p. 10) purported that schools “which are over-managed but 

under-led eventually lose any sense of spirit or purpose,” while schools which are managed 

poorly “with strong charismatic leaders may soar temporarily only to crash shortly thereafter” 

(p.  10). Conversely, Dembowski (2006) reiterated that strong leadership combined with poor 

management can be equally, or even more, ineffective. Thus, the challenge, it has been 

concluded, is to attain a balance between strong leadership and strong management within a 

school. 

 

Even though leadership functions can contribute to management, and management 

processes can support leadership, these activities are not synonymous. While some leaders 

are effective managers and some managers are dynamic leaders, it is often the case that 

managers do not lead and leaders do not manage. Furthermore, one of the most difficult 

aspects of the implementation of any effective school leadership and management model is 

that many principals are unaware whether they are leading or managing their schools (Bush, 

2020; Bush et al., 2019). Such a situation can add to the complexity of developing a set of 

standards to define the role of the school leader. This notion supports Ridden and De Nobile’s 

(2012) view that “perspectives about leadership don’t just influence actions. They influence 

the dynamics of interpersonal relations and, through those, the way the school operates and 

‘feels’” (p. 7). 
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The concept of school-based management also needs to be considered in relation to 

notions about leading and managing schools. At the turn of the present century, Fullan and 

Watson (1999) observed that very few schools, even when given significantly increased 

management autonomy and when developing good management structures, provided 

evidence on changes to classroom environment, teacher pedagogy and a schools’ capacity to 

bring about effective change.  Leithwood and Menzies (1998, p. 235) also declared that, in 

terms of student growth, the “evidence that does exist suggests that the effects on students is 

just as likely to be negative as positive.” What is instructive from the time in question though, 

is that leaders in those schools that did show improvement also addressed core instructional 

goals whilst simultaneously developing professional learning communities within the 

organisation. In other words, they focused on both the management and leadership domains 

of the school. Those in the schools in question discerned that it was the incorporation of 

leadership that was the critical element to ensuring success. The contention, thus, was that 

while leadership often tends to target management in the process, the inverse is not always 

necessarily the case (Dembowski, 2006; Fullan & Watson, 1999). More recently, it has been 

purported that the likelihood of such a situation eventuating is something that the 

establishment of standards might assist in negating (AITSL, 2014; Sebastian & Allensworth, 

2012; Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001; Youngs & King, 2002). 

 

It is held by some also, that the establishment of standards can provide a scaffold on 

which school leaders can develop both management and leadership qualities (AITSL, 2014; 

Murphy, 2017; Stoll, Moorman, & Rahm, 2007). In the case of Australian school principals, 

‘The Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) is a tool to help 

principals to ascertain their current level of knowledge and to determine their strengths and 

weaknesses in these two areas with regard to their level of proficiency, in order to be able to 
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target their professional development. This focus on combining management and leadership 

processes to engender effective school leadership practices is particularly evident in the way 

that the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) has operated to 

develop leadership profiles through three leadership lenses – Leadership Requirements, 

Leadership Emphasis and Professional Practice. Collectively, these are seen to focus on 

combining aspects of both management and leadership in supporting school leaders in their 

professional growth. 

 

These three leadership lenses are depicted below in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. The leadership lenses, Professional Practices, Leadership Requirements and 

Leadership Emphasis, and the foci linked to each lens. (AITSL, 2014) 

 

While outlined separately, the lenses are deemed to be interdependent and also not to operate 

in any hierarchical way. 

 

The ‘Professional Practice’ lens is linked to, and encompasses, the Australian Professional 

Standard for Principals’ five Professional Practices. The ‘Leadership Requirements’ lens 
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encompasses The Standard’s three ‘Leadership Requirements’. The ‘Leadership Emphasis’ 

lens encapsulates the broad context of leadership by principals. 

 

It is purported that through the ‘Leadership Emphasis’ lens, a principal’s career stage, 

capability and context will influence how he or she will choose to operate within the area of 

focus (AITSL, 2014). Notably too, the Professional Practice lens, while encompassing five 

foci, only encompasses one pertaining to management. The other four reflect aspects of 

leadership that a school leader needs to develop in order to build proficiency as a leader. 

Thus, standards are meant to “exert considerable influence on the shape and texture of the 

profession of school administration” (Murphy, 2017, p. 5). 

 

On a broad level, Bush and Glover (2003), along with Bush (2020), reiterated that it is 

vital that leadership processes that encompass a clear vision of change and positive influences 

be combined effectively and given equal prominence with management processes. That 

position is based on the notion of maintenance to try to ensure that a school is successful. 

Further on this, Dembowski (2006) argued that, while management and leadership are 

essentially unique, a relationship can exist between them as “these two competencies are 

interdependent” (p. 3). In Australia, the Australian Professional Standard for Principals 

appears to aim to address such interdependencies, as it highlights both leadership and 

management aspects of a school leader’s role. 

 

School Context 

The significant influence of school context is one that education leaders should keep at the 

forefront of their thinking when leading and managing a school. Likewise, policy makers, in 

developing and implementing standards for principals, would be well employed doing the 
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same. Context is not concerned merely with geographical or physical location. Rather, it 

constitutes a “marriage between the geography of mind and geographical places” (Budge, 

2006, p. 2). 

 

This view that school context and place counts in having a direct impact on student 

performance and, as such, on a leader’s growth, has been clearly articulated in the literature 

(Alston, 2012; Bush, 2020; Clarke, Stevens & Wildy, 2006; Clarke, Wildy & Styles, 2011; 

Crow & Whiteman, 2016; Hubbard, Kitchen & Vallentine, 2008; Lakomski et al., 2016; 

Leithwood, et al., 2019; Wildy & Clarke, 2009). 

 

It is deemed important then, that school leaders develop a clear understanding of the 

system-wide policies and relationships that operate, not only in relation to the school, but also 

in relation to the wider communities that they serve. Indeed, an understanding of school 

context can become the starting point for establishing an appropriate leadership approach, 

lead to the professional growth and development that could help to enable students to achieve 

at high levels, and act as a catalyst for organisational and professional growth (Riley, 2013). 

Accordingly, school leaders, it is argued, must acquire an in-depth knowledge of the context 

of place, along with the challenges and connections that all stakeholders bring to a school if 

they hope to bring long-term, sustainable benefits to the school community they lead (Gurr & 

Drysdale, 2015; Riley, 2011; Watson, 2009). 

 

The latter argument challenges the relevance of many leadership development 

programs and the standards being put forward by a number of researchers. This is because 

they often presuppose that all school contexts are the same. Principals, however, provide 

leadership in diverse and varied school settings. This point was made forcefully by Clarke 
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and O’Donoghue (2017) when they highlighted the interconnectivity between local schools 

and the communities in which they coexist, and called for approaches to leadership that “are 

attuned to the needs of the school and its community, as opposed to being determined by 

normative theories and models of what constitute effective leadership” (p. 177). It is, 

therefore, critical that school leaders appreciate and understand this coexistence, if they hope 

to address the leadership difficulties that can exist in every school. Furthermore, the 

development of standards should reflect this position. 

 

Payzant and Jackson (2010, p. 22) stated that “leaders are shaped in part by the context 

in which they lead.” On that, understanding the context and its relationship with potential 

professional growth is considered essential for principals if they hope to build schools into 

vibrant hubs that promote high outcomes for students. However, the issues that various 

principals face can be vastly different due to their contexts and the manner in which they 

operate within them. It is imperative then, that, regardless of location, context should be 

considered as the starting point for principals when considering how to engage with standards 

in working to ensure the success - academically, socially and emotionally - of every student 

within their schools, while simultaneously building a successful school and growing as 

professionals. 

 

Principals’ Standards, Preparation and Practices 

School leadership is a complex process that has been identified internationally as having a 

significant impact on student outcomes. Hattie (2009), Dinham (2009; 2016), and Thorpe and 

Lamb (2019) supported this viewpoint when they attested that school leaders can play major 

roles in creating the conditions in which teachers can teach effectively and students can learn. 

Similarly, Mendro (1998, p. 263) indicated that “the quickest way to change the effectiveness 
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of a school for better or worse, is to change the principal.” That being the case, the emphasis 

on the need to increasingly focus on professional development activities for principals is 

understandable. Thus, it is not surprising that there has been growing pressure to formulate 

professional standards and frameworks for school leaders, including within Australia. Such 

work had been carried out by various professional associations, education systems and other 

bodies, and has resulted in a multitude of leadership standards and frameworks being used 

internationally (Dinham et al., 2013; Manna, 2015; Molapo et al., 2016; Murphy, 2017). 

 

In line with the latter observation, Militello et al. (2013) noted that many professions 

have standards. They pointed out also that, for a long time, principals have argued that given 

the complexity of their roles, they should be viewed in a professional light. This view was 

supported by Ingvarson, Anderson, Gronn and Jackson (2006), who argued that through the 

development of standards the profession and, by default, principals, would be in a strong 

position to define the scope of their work. Militello et al. (2013) also proposed that it would 

make sense that the development of professional standards for principals would work to 

create a separation line between amateurs and professionals. In doing so, they examined how 

professional standards were perceived and then enacted by principals in the USA. They 

concluded that the practice of principals “remains a private enterprise” (Militello et al., 2013, 

p. 87). They added that, notwithstanding the existence of a standard for school leaders 

(something that has been in place in various constituencies in the USA since the late 1990s), 

little has changed in terms of consolidating a collective practice of professional growth. 

 

Additionally, as accountability efforts strengthened and the scrutiny of principals grew, 

“an increasingly rapid turnover of school leaders and an insufficient pool of capable, 

qualified, and prepared replacements” (Fink & Brayman, 2006, p. 62) occurred in various 
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countries. In some cases, the result was increasing attention being focused on the role that 

principals played in schools and in calls being made for higher levels of transparency from 

the public arena. That being said, it was also recognised that there was a potential need to 

“recalibrate preparation programs” (Bottoms, O’Neill, Fry & Hill, 2003, p. 6) beyond simply 

repositioning current programs that promoted the same training and ideas around leadership 

and what it entails. 

 

According to the Centre of Study for Policies and Practices in Education (CEPPE) 

(Pont, 2013) in Victoria, Australia, the underlying reasoning behind the development of 

standards for principals was that the “most relevant policies developed by the countries with 

high performing educational systems are those related to school leadership” (p. 48) and that 

schools’ authorities in most countries “perceive performance standards for school principals 

as a strategic tool for the improvement of quality of education” (p. 49). That view had already 

been articulated by Ingvarson and Anderson (2007, p. 11) when they maintained that “the 

quality of school leadership has seldom mattered more. School leaders are expected to not 

only manage schools well, but to know how to develop their schools as organisations with the 

capacity to constantly review and improve their performance.” However, Shantal, Halttunen, 

and Pekka (2014) also proposed that training methods for principals needed to be refined to 

enable principals to be better prepared to tackle “present and future leadership challenges” (p. 

46). In stating that, they were suggesting that, despite the existence of principal preparation 

programs, these were not yet on mark in terms of the significant shift in relation to the 

expectations being placed on principals around student performance accountability. Levine 

(2005) added to this, contending that principal preparation programs were also falling short of 

preparing principals to “lead in the redesign of their schools and school systems” (p. 12) 

rather than operate within a supervisory paradigm. 
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The specificity of standards for principals, it was noted, was often not great in many 

countries (Ingvarson & Anderson, 2007). Also, sometimes no distinctions were made 

regarding the different phases in a principal’s career and the type of education institution in 

which one operated. In 2011, the results of an Australian pilot study aimed at testing the 

exposure draft of the Australian Professional Standard for Principals led to concern being 

expressed from principals about its contextual applicability (Dinham, 2011). Certainly, from 

a local, national and US perspective, it was known that principals supported the notion of 

leadership standards. However, in the US, the National Board for Professional Teaching 

Standards (NBPTS) also developed advanced certification around their standards for 

principals and supported them with detailed elaborations and performance indicators to guide 

principals in their use (National Board for Professional Teaching Standards [NBPTS], 2010). 

That has not happened in Australia. As such, Dinham (2011, p. 6) declared that “if the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals was intended to be used for performance 

purposes, it would need to be designed quite differently and validated psychometrically to 

ensure The Standard was fit for purpose.” 

 

Louden and Wildy (1999, p. 1), in examining the development of performance 

standards for school principals when they were promoted initially, purported that “the notion 

of standards has become a central metaphor of educational reform.” Another significant 

matter, namely, that of context, was also addressed by them in their research. That, they 

argued, is important since it is within a context that the standards are demonstrated and the 

context may reveal disparities, be they relative to a principal’s experience, the type of school 

the principal operates in or the cultural environment of the school. Thus, “quite different 

knowledge and skills would be required to demonstrate the competency” (Louden & Wildy, 

1999, p. 3). 
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Since then, critics of leadership standards internationally, nationally, and locally, have 

pointed to limitations that may exist in relation to their application and design (Council of 

Chief State School Offices, 2015; Kimball, Milanowski & McKinney, 2009; Murakami, 

Tornsen & Pollock, 2014). Louden and Wildy (1999) had already raised a concern back in 

1999 that principals might view lists of standards in a manner that led them to see leadership 

compartmentalised into separate components. In saying so, they were aware that the OECD 

had also pointed to the danger of ignoring the interdependent characteristics of standards 

when viewing them as a whole (Centre of Study for Policies and Practices in Education, 

2000). Nevertheless, standards still signal a genuine desire to define the required 

competencies for principals to influence their school communities for the better.  Murakami, 

Tornsen and Pollock (2014) supported this when noting the lack of similarity in curriculum 

structures for principal preparation across countries. 

 

As a direct result of global and local pressures, personnel at a variety of education 

jurisdictions commenced developing standards and expectations for principals in recent 

years.  While it may be argued that the contexts are unique from country to country, and from 

school to school, the underlying goal in all cases is to facilitate the development and 

professional growth of principals in order for them to, in turn, create and foster successful 

schools and students. For that to occur however, it is arguable that those standards - and, in 

the context of Western Australian schools, the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals - must become institutionalised such that the development and professional growth 

experiences of principals can be developed. 
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Research Design 

The aim of the study reported later in this thesis was to conduct a study to generate 

understandings for education personnel and policy makers in Western Australia, particularly 

those in charge of public primary schools, regarding the origins, developments and policies 

regarding the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standards for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) by providing them with a broad 

context of historical antecedents and recent developments in the field, along with a critical 

interpretivist analysis of Standards’ text. To that end, the study was conceptualised within the 

interpretivist paradigm. Research undertaken within that paradigm seeks to investigate the 

everyday activity of individuals and society, and the meaning underlying associated texts. It 

followed that an associated theoretical perspective for the research project would be symbolic 

interactionism, as it places primary importance on the social meanings people attach to the 

world around them and represent them in policy documents (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Woods, 

1992). Consistent with symbolic interactionism, the methodology used was that of grounded 

theory (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

 

Specifically regarding each of the three areas studied in order to arrive at an 

understanding, the latter term was deemed to be equivalent to the more technical micro-

sociology term, ‘perspectives’. Because of the nature of the component parts of that term, 

which will be explained in detail in Chapter Three, the first two of the three areas on which 

understanding were sought were studied by focusing on historical antecedents and recent 

developments in relation to:  

 the aims and intentions of key policy makers with regard to the developments that 

took place historically and more recently, aimed at governing the work of school 
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principals in Western Australia, and the reasons that were given for the initiation and 

maintenance of those at the time, 

 the strategies promoted historically and more recently by key policy makers that were 

deemed appropriate for school principals in Western Australia to follow to assist them 

in realising the official aims and intentions they were expected to have, and the 

reasons that were given for the initiation and maintenance of those at the time, 

● the significance that principals were expected to attach to those aims and intentions, 

and strategies, and the reasons given for those, and 

● the outcomes which the key policy makers indicated would eventuate from principals 

implementing in the school the expected aims, intentions and strategies and the 

reasons given for those. 

These foci offered a framework for interrogating the corpus of key documents in the 

field in relation to the historical antecedents and recent developments that led to the 

formulation of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014). They also offered a framework for 

analysing texts themselves. Each of the component parts of what constitutes a set of 

perspectives, as detailed above, was identified in texts using open coding to analyse it in 

order to generate themes. Those themes were then interrogated in terms of the key questions 

asked by critical theorists. Amongst those, the most central questions posed in relation to 

each component were the following: What is happening here? What is the significance of 

regularities identified in the text? Are there any contradictions? Whose interests are served by 

the nature of the text and whose are denied or silenced? 
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Conclusion 

The considerations of this chapter related to four areas. First, some terms and related concepts 

were defined. Then, a brief overview of the background to the study, including an 

introduction to current educational thought around the status of standards for school 

principals were provided. That was followed by a brief review of the literature on school 

management and leadership, school context and, principals’ standards, preparation and 

practices. The fourth section of the chapter provided an outline of the research design. 

 

In the next chapter, the background literature to the study is considered. The third 

chapter details the research design of the study. Chapters Four, Five and Six outline the 

results of the research. The final chapter concludes the thesis, outlines a series of 

recommendations for secondary school principals, educationists and policy makers in 

Western Australia regarding the Australian Professional Standard for Principals, and 

suggests areas for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND LITERATURE  

 

Introduction 

Measuring and assessing competence, quality, effectiveness and the development of 

principals are areas that have gained prominence in government, education and public debate 

internationally over the last 20 or more years. For educationists, policy makers and 

professional associations, it is therefore important that policy relating to standards for 

principals be informed by empirical research. In addition, conducting qualitative research into 

the perspectives of teachers on the standards’ movement is essential. That is particularly so 

regarding issues pertaining to primary school principals in Western Australian public schools 

on the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s Australian Professional 

Standards for Principals. 

 

This chapter now provides an overview of associated literature. It focuses on the 

development of standards for principals and on principal development. This is for two 

reasons. First, the interpretivist research paradigm underpinning the research approach to the 

study reported later in this thesis and the use of grounded theory methodology view academic 

literature as a source in itself (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). This, in turn, means that while 

relevant literature should be outlined prior to data collection, collation and analysis, it can 

also be used throughout the data collection process to assist in the process of theory 

generation. Secondly, the interpretivist approach requires that the understandings generated 

be presented within the context of other research work that has been completed in the field, 

thus helping to make a project’s purpose, background and significance clear (Chenitz & 

Swanson, 1986, p. 44-45). 
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In addressing the two matters detailed above, it was also recognised that the literature 

on the development of standards for principals and their effect on the development of 

principals, covers a broad range of research areas. As a result, the focus was narrowed. 

Because of that, the rest of this chapter is concerned primarily with the development of 

standards for principals and how they are deemed to be affecting the development and shape 

of school leadership within school systems. Associated policies are also related to the 

literature on the changing landscape in which principals find themselves in developing 

leadership capabilities to better undertake their core business of assessing teaching and 

learning in schools. The changing role of the principal within the context of many school 

systems globally is considered too. Considerations in Chapter One are also elaborated on by 

focusing on the development of standards for principals in Australia that are having an impact 

on the development and training of principals in the public school sector. 

 

The Situation Historically 

In the last two decades, various school systems globally have moved towards giving greater 

autonomy than previously to key stakeholders, largely because they have embraced a 

decentralised model of decision making. Simultaneously, many countries have undertaken 

some form of system reform in an effort to move schools from being fair to being good, and 

then from being good to being ‘great’. As a direct result, defining the role of the school 

principal has become increasingly difficult. In a large part too, that is because of the nature of 

the tasks that school principals are allocated. 

 

Concurrently, school leadership has become an education policy priority area around 

the world. Furthermore, over the last two decades, the nature of school leadership has 

continued to be put forward as a primary explanation for differences in the quality of student 
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learning across schools and school systems in many jurisdictions. Global interest also has 

heightened in terms of observers being able to identify and operationalise the knowledge, 

practices and competencies that encapsulate leadership in education (Riveros, Newton & 

Burgess 2016; Riveros & Wei, 2019; Thorpe, 2019). On that, it is “evidence that has captured 

the imagination of contemporary policy makers and educational reformers to an 

unprecedented extent” (Leithwood, 2019, p. xv). 

 

With the shift towards increased autonomy in school systems, various school 

communities have been permitted to make operational, resourcing, and curriculum delivery 

decisions that are contextually relevant to their teaching and learning communities. That, it is 

hoped, could bring about school improvement. There has been, at the same time, a 

refocussing on principals as a primary ingredient in improvement practices. It is not 

surprising then that policy makers have looked outwards in an effort to identify school 

systems that have been successful in bringing about significant improvements in student 

achievement through improved school leadership. 

 

One approach that has been identified is the formulation of leadership standards and 

competency frameworks. A result is that when education systems’ leadership frameworks are 

compared, remarkable similarities can be identified. That is so in relation to the United 

States, New Zealand, England, Ontario and Australia (AITSL, 2014; British Columbia 

Principals’ and Vice Principals’ Association, 2016; Institute for Educational Leadership 

[IEL], 2013; National Policy Board for Educational Administration [NPBEA], 2015; Wylie 

& McKinley, 2018). 
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A common criticism of the situation though, is that considerations of contextual 

relevance have been neglected. That is voiced by those who argue about the part that context 

plays in a leader’s ability to operate within prescribed frameworks like those emphasised. The 

challenge then that exists for policy makers, it is held, especially given that no two systems 

and indeed not two schools are the same, is to identify an appropriate starting point in 

generating context specific education leadership standards. It has been claimed too, that 

recognising that engaging in the same process can also help one in the complex task of 

identifying commonalities in effective leadership practices. The subsequent development of 

leaders, it is reasoned, should be a complex task (Davis, Gooden & Micheaux, 2015; Gunter, 

2016; Mourshed, Chijoke & Barber, 2010; Niesche, 2013; Murphy, 2017). 

 

As already noted, school leadership in education globally has become a priority with 

regard to detailing policy agendas. In addition, as nations have moved to decentralise and 

provide greater autonomy than previously to school communities, there have been increased 

calls for there to be higher levels of accountability than previously relative to student 

achievement, both in schools and for those that lead them (Bryant, 2014; Pont, 2013; Gunter, 

2016; Keddie, A., MacDonald, K., Blackmore, J., Boyask, R., Fitzgerald, S., Gavin, M., ... & 

Yoon, E. S., 2022; Murphy, 2017). There has also been a shift in ways of seeing the role of 

the principal “as one of increasing change, complexity, diversity and intensity” (Dinham, 

2016, p. 297). That, in turn, has resulted in a need to clearly define and delimit the core 

responsibilities of principals through an understanding of the practices most likely to bring 

about improvement in learning and teaching. For that to occur, policy makers, it is contended, 

need to ensure that the roles and responsibilities associated with improvements sit at the core 

of school leadership practice. 
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A conundrum that education systems now face is that many school systems, and many 

schools within systems, require that one have a different starting point when it comes to 

ascertaining the requirements necessary for improvement. At the same time, there is a call to 

identify the core roles and responsibilities required of principals not only to build structures 

that support principals in their development, but also to use them to measure their 

performance (Davis, Gooden et al., 2015; Gunter, 2016; Mourshed et al., 2010; Murphy, 

2017; Niesche, 2013). How then, given these two paradigms, can systems develop so that 

they have relevance across a broad spectrum of contexts, while at the same time are specific 

enough to be able to help to address principals’ recruitment, training and the appraisal? 

(Dinham, 2016). 

 

Regarding the latter, the idea of national standards for school leaders in the USA was 

formulated by the National Policy Board for Education Administration (NPBEA). This body 

secured funding in the mid-1990s to begin to develop them. Then, in 1994, responsibility for 

the task was transferred to the existing Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) in an 

effort to prevent duplication. Over a 2-year period, the Interstate School Leaders’ Licensure 

Consortium (ISLLC) shaped the first set of national standards for school administrators 

(Murphy, 2017; Pont, Nusche & Moorman, 2008; Willower & Forsyth, 1999; Wilmore 

2002).  Prior to that, each state in the nation and many professional organisations developed 

their own set of proficiencies that attempted to also outline expectations and performance 

measures for school principals. 

 

In 2008, the 1996 standards were revised. That move reflected a movement away from 

principals having a solely managerial role within schools to having more of a leadership role 

focused on leading learning.  In 2015, the 2008 ISLLC standards underwent further review 
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and were released as the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL). In more 

recent years in the USA, 45 states have had regulations and laws requiring that the standards 

be used in detailing the role of the school principal (McCarthy, Shelton & Murphy, 2016; 

Murphy, 2017; Pont, 2013; Wilmore, 2002). 

 

At roughly the same time that the USA began its journey developing a standards’ 

framework for school leaders, England began to move down a similar road as education 

became a key element of the agendas of various political parties. A common theme within 

education over the last 20 years there also, regardless of which political party was in power, 

was the constant shifting of control regarding school management and operations from a 

centrally controlled authority to that of individual schools. The commencement of the shift 

can be traced back largely to the passing of the Education Reform Act of 1988 that, as 

purported by Ingham and Dias (2015, p. 17), had “a profound impact on the complex history 

of schools and on the journey to enhanced leadership and autonomy.” 

 

The principal, or headteacher, as one is often referred to in England, has now taken on 

all leadership and management roles in relation to making decisions that are most appropriate 

to make at the level of the school setting. Initially, that was seen as a radical change in terms 

of the delegation of education management responsibilities. Simultaneously, there were, as in 

other places, increased calls for higher levels of accountability to be introduced for principals 

to match their newly acquired autonomy. However, while it was one thing to claim that 

increased autonomy would bring about improved student achievement in schools, it was quite 

another thing to be in a position to evaluate it. Thus, the accountability lever was promoted as 

the conduit through which that could be achieved. 
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In 2000, with school leaders facing down many of the same needs as their counterparts 

in the USA, authorities in England created a national college for the development of school 

leaders. The outcome, the National College for School Leaders (NCSL), became a key 

influence in the development of the National Professional Qualifications for Headship 

(NPQH) that, until 2012, was a mandatory qualification for headteachers. Sitting alongside 

that qualification, was a set of standards that helped shape the development of the associated 

program. Since 2012, there is a requirement, as is the case in Australia also, that all 

headteachers have a teaching qualification in order to be eligible to apply for a headteacher 

positon in a school. The standards that were formally used to build the NPQH are now 

offered as non-statutory guidance regarding standards that cover the full breadth of 

responsibilities that leaders are expected to address in a school. 

 

Between July 2019 and March 2020, a review of the headteachers’ standards in the 

same constituency was undertaken. The subsequent report was released in October 2020. 

Regarding it, the Rt Hon. Nick Gibb MP stated that he believed the new standards would 

have a significant and positive impact on school leadership, as would the guidance they 

would provide for headteachers in ensuring high standards of student performance in their 

school communities. The 2019 standards reflected a view too that there should be a shift 

away from the aspirational nature of the 2015 standards, so as to provide benchmarks that all 

headteachers should aspire to meet. As such, they described what good leadership should 

look like. Unlike the teachers’ standards though, the headteacher standards, like those 

developed by AITSL in Australia for principals, the equivalent of headteachers in England, 

did not have a statutory basis and their use was voluntary, apart from when it came to 

performance management. 
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Within Australia, leadership standards followed a similar journey, having grown out of 

the decentralisation of state departments’ authority and the increased autonomy that schools 

were afforded. They were created in an effort to articulate what principals should “know, 

understand and do to succeed in their work and ensure leadership has a positive impact” 

(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership [AITSL], 2015, p. 4). Since then, 

the ‘Standard’ as it is known, in its development regarding what makes a great principal, has 

drawn on reports on effective leadership practice and research undertaken both locally and 

internationally. The argument that context matters has, concurrently, continued to be echoed 

by school leaders and professional organisations when consideration of the use and 

application of the Standard is discussed. 

 

Standards for school leadership in Australia were developed by state and territory 

governments and employing authorities in their capacity as major providers of professional 

preparation programs for principals. New South Wales developed the School Leadership 

Capacity Framework (Department of Education and Training, 2005) in 2005. South 

Australia, in 2005, drew on the Australian Principal Associations Professional Developments 

Councils five leadership propositions to underpin its Leaders Learning Framework (2005). In 

1998, Queensland was using The Standards Framework for School Leaders that was 

developed by the Queensland Department of Education and the Arts (1997). 

 

In Australia overall also, since 2011, the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals has provided a public statement of what a principal is expected to know. 

Furthermore, as in England, the ‘Standard’ has acted as a non-mandatory guidance 

framework that school leaders can consider when negotiating their profession growth as 

leaders. Professional development providers also can structure their programs around them. 
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Moreover, while the ‘Standard’ has been developed and accepted as a national ‘standard’ in 

so far as it articulates what a principal should know, understand and do, and so indicate 

approaches to adopt in order to try to increase the effectiveness of professional preparation 

and development for school leaders, each state’s education department dictates how it will be 

utilised within its jurisdiction. On that, Ingvarson et al. (2006) purported in its early years that 

it is primarily by engaging school leaders in more effective professional learning that 

standards can make a major contribution to improving student learning. That assertion was 

later supported by the work of a number of other researchers (Farley, Childs & Johnson, 

2019; Dinham et al., 2013; Murphy, 2017). 

 

As already noted, prior to the creation and adoption of the current Australian Principal 

Standard, various sets of standards for school leaders in Australia had been developed.  

However, most were specific to particular jurisdictions. As a result, they were not profession-

wide and they varied in how they were applied. Western Australia was no exception to that 

situation. Indeed, performance standards for school leaders developed by the Western 

Australian Leadership Centre, later to become the Leadership Institute, were in place by 

1999. They were commonly referred to as the Performance Standards for School Principals 

(Department of Education and Training [DETWA], 2001a) and were the foundation on which 

performance management and principal selection in the State was based. 

 

The Performance Standard for School Principals (DETWA, 2001a) was developed 

through collaboration between Edith Cowan University, Murdoch University and the Western 

Australian Department of Education via the Western Australian Leadership Centre, an 

outcome of the earlier work undertaken by Department personnel and the development of a 

Competency Framework for Leaders (Department of Education and Training [DETWA], 
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2001b). A unique feature of what eventuated was the performance levels that were 

established: fair; supportive; collaborative; decisive; flexible; tactful; innovative; and 

persistent. Those, it was suggested by the developers, could assist principals to reflect on 

their performance and guide their professional development (Anderson et al., 2007; Dinham, 

2011; Dinham et al., 2013; Louden & Wildy, 1999). 

 

In 2011, Western Australia, like the rest of Australia, adopted the Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals (The Standard). The ‘Standard’ replaced previous 

performance standards for Western Australian State school principals and was utilised by the 

Leadership Institute to underpin and develop the Department of Education’s leadership 

development programs. As pointed out by various researchers (Crow & Whiteman, 2016; 

Dinham, 2011; Dinham et al., 2013; Watterson & Cole, 2015), by early 2016, the influence of 

the Standard and subsequent leadership development programs that were developed to 

support principals was yet to be determined. In certain domains, that is still the case and is a 

matter that prompted the present writer to engage in the study reported later in this thesis. 

 

International Background to the Emergence of Standards for School Principals 

 

The beginning 

From the early 1980s, and with the onset of a new wave of education reform, there was a shift 

in the way that leadership in schools was being viewed. New public management structures 

that prioritised decentralisation, shared decision making, and increased autonomy for school 

communities, resulted in the principal’s role changing significantly in various education 

systems, with accompanying high-stakes accountability. That shift became evident within 

both the Australian and Western Australian context (AITSL, 2019; Dinham, 2016; Dinham et 

al., 2013, Gunter, 2016; Murphy, 2017; Pont et al., 2008). 
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The role of the principal, previously dominated by tasks that sat within the domain of a 

managerial role, began to shift more towards that of an instructional one. That was one in 

which the principal was expected to be the conduit through which teaching practices could be 

altered and, thus, student outcomes improved. The role also was one where the principal was 

expected to supervise, assess and direct teachers to develop effective instructional settings for 

students. The position overall came to be commonly referred to as instructional leadership 

(Dewitt, 2020; Murphy, 2017; Norris et al., 2015). 

 

As previously reported in this thesis, a profuse amount of literature identified that 

quality principal leadership is one of the key elements in improving schools and, ultimately 

the overall school system. With that in mind, various school systems globally began to 

attempt to articulate models of school leadership that emphasised the principal’s role as being 

primarily about improving students’ learning and teacher teaching (Bryant, 2014; Clifford, 

Menon, Gangi, Condon & Hornung, 2012; Dinham, 2016; Gunter, 2016; Murphy, 2017; 

Robertson & Timperley, 2012; Watson, 2009; Wilmore, 2002). Further to that, and running 

parallel to the redefining of the principal’s role, was the advent of a process of 

decentralisation whereby those overseeing education systems further expanded the role of the 

school principal beyond just managerial ones. Sometimes, competing essentials meant that 

principals were continually juggling the elements of management required to meet 

bureaucratic procedures and leadership where the key focus was on improving teaching and 

learning. 

 

The assertion that principals make a difference, with the principal being second only to 

the guidance provided by the classroom teacher in having an impact on student learning, 

came to be echoed in research published over the past two decades (Bush et al., 2019; Davis, 
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Darling-Hammond, LaPointe & Meyerson, 2005; Dinham, 2016; Hattie, 2012; Leithwood, 

2019; Marfan, & Pascual, 2018; Murphy, 2017; Retna, 2015; Thomas-EL, Jones & Vari, 

2019; Waters & Cameron, 2007). Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe and Meyerson attested 

to that back in 2005 when they noted that “school leadership strongly affects student 

learning” and that principals “are central to the task of building schools that promote 

powerful teaching and learning for all students” (Davis et al., 2005, p. 3). Some 15 years 

later, Farley, Childs and Johnson (2019) similarly stated that “principals act as instructional 

leaders in their buildings, ultimately responsible for creating rigorous instructional programs 

to meet the needs of all children and develops the pedagogical capacity of all teachers” (p. 3). 

In other words, and to use a statement that now tends to be commonly repeated across many 

education systems in the world — ‘leadership matters’(Boyce & Bowers, 2018; Bryant, 2014; 

Dinham, 2016; Farley et al., 2019; National Policy Board for Education Administration, 

2015). 

 

At the time, those overseeing various education systems began to orchestrate shifts 

from a centralised authority to one of schools becoming ‘drivers’ for trying to achieve system 

improvement, and the role of the principal became the focal point for the introduction of 

various accountability frameworks. They brought with them a need for one to understand the 

effect that external policy mandates were having on the role of the principal. It also prompted 

educationists to ask if those policy shifts were affecting principals and exerting any influence 

on what it was they were doing in schools. 

 

Back in 1996, Teschke (1996) argued that the work of the school principal in any 

context is difficult and complex. More recently, it was pointed out that, apart from the 

principal himself or herself, very little understanding of what one does in the role on a daily 
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basis is understood by others not involved (Brumley, 2011). Thus, to try and encapsulate the 

principal’s work within a set of standards, given the diversity of education systems globally, 

is an immense task. Nevertheless, it is one on which many bureaucrats in education systems 

have embarked. 

 

One common thread that can be drawn between the various systems around the world 

that have developed principal standards, is a system’s inability to suitably match assessment 

practices employed to measure established standards with actual leadership practices being 

undertaken in schools (Leithwood, 2019; Pashiardis, & Brauckmann, 2008). It is important to 

acknowledge this as it can play a role in how identified standards, regardless of the system, 

are enacted by school principals. Education leadership standards in a variety of countries 

were introduced almost simultaneously, in one form or another, as part of a global policy 

convergence pertaining to the establishment of standards articulating the expectations of 

practice that would guide the role of principals in their schools. As already mentioned, that 

situation arose out of discourse surrounding autonomy and accountability and of principals 

being seen as a significant influence on school improvement and student achievement 

(Murphy, 2017; Murphy, et al., 2009; Vaillant, 2015; Wei, 2017; Young, Mawhinney & 

Reed, 2016). Because of that, and due to the changing conditions of schools and of the 

systems in which they operated, standards-based accountability for students’ achievements 

and an expanding knowledge base on what effective leadership should look like, led to the 

creation of a unique set of challenges for school principals. 

 

International Developments 

In relation to the establishment of professional standards and, in some cases, the articulation 

of accompanying key capacities for school principals, there was a trend globally for policy 



40 

makers in various countries to policy borrow as they moved forward in developing 

professional standards. Given that international research in the area consistently identified 

that quality school leadership led to improved student achievement, that principals were 

fundamental to creating the conditions for that to occur through the influence that they could 

exert on teachers, and that principals’ knowledge  was a key ‘lever’ to activating education 

reform, the situation was not surprising (Beech & Artopoulos, 2015; Berkovich & Benoliel, 

2020; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Murphy, 2017; Tan, 2015; Young et al., 2016). Furthermore, 

considerable similarities can be found between circumstances in those education jurisdictions 

in countries that are members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) and that embraced those positions. This organisation publishes 

comparative studies of policy influences within its affiliated countries. 

 

Amongst those nations that have produced the most research on their education systems 

are the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada and Australia (Anderson et al., 2007; 

Riveros, Verret, & Wei, 2016; Vaillant, 2015; Wei, 2017; Winton & Pollock, 2012). At the 

same time, while the intent in the development of standards for principals remained relatively 

consistent across those countries, the hope also was that they would act as a catalyst for 

school improvement and the subsequent improvement of student achievement. The way in 

which the standards are implemented and applied though, is quite diverse. This point was 

made strongly by Wei (2017, p. 183), when she stated that the “feasibility of borrowing 

depends on the environment or the climate of the local setting at both the national and the 

school level.” 
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United States 

In the USA, and in other countries around the world, standards have been developed to 

articulate expectations in relation to school leadership practices, as well as to provide a basis 

on which professional leadership development programs can be built. In 2015, the 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) replaced the Interstate School 

Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards that helped to shape the landscape of the 

United States education leadership expectations since 1996. Work carried out by the NPBEA 

and falling under the aegis of the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC), a 

now disbanded consortium of 11 professional development organisations and 24 state 

education agencies that was “created to raise performance standards for school leaders” 

(Young et al., 2016, p. 15), saw the development of a set of six professional standards to 

purportedly provide an operational framework and role clarity for the school principals. It 

was intended that each standard would address a particular leadership domain and that 

collectively the standards would present a holistic representation of what effective leadership 

should look like. On that, Sisler (2016, p. 5) commented that the “standards constituted a set 

of principles and expectations for educational leadership practices and for programs and 

policies designed to support the profession. They provide a guide for educational leaders’ 

professional growth and development.” 

 

In 2015, the PSEL were adopted by the National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration (NPBEA), an umbrella organisation whose members include NAESP, the 

National Association of Secondary School Principals, the American Association of School 

Administrators, and other national organisations concerned with the development and support 

of the profession. Unlike The Standard developed in Australia and, to some extent, the 

standards in England, it appears that almost all of the states in the US had, by 2019, either 
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adopted and or modified the revised and rebadged ISLLC standards (Anderson & Reynolds, 

2015a, 2015b; Farley et al., 2019; Manna, 2015; McCarthy et al., 2016; Murphy, 2017; Vogel 

& Weiler, 2014; Young et al., 2016). The way in which they have been used and modified 

has rested with the authorities in each state, county, district and school community and tends 

to reflect “each state’s priorities or emphasis” (Vogel & Weiler, 2014, p. 98). Vogel and 

Weiler (2014) suggest too, that modifications made by some 31 states in relation to how they 

adopt and enact the PSEL in relation to their own state standards, only strengthens them in 

terms of providing more clarity for principals relative to the state’s specific priorities. 

 

Canada 

While Canada has no formalised national standards for school leaders, each province, as with 

states in the United States, is responsible for outlining the roles for principals in supporting 

school improvement and student achievement. The Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF), 

for example, provides a foundation on which provinces can build and develop leadership. It 

was developed to assist the province to facilitate a shared vison of leadership, promote a 

common language around school leadership, identify practices that typify and describe 

effective leadership, guide the design of professional learning for school leaders, identify 

characteristics of high performing schools and systems and aid in recruitment development, 

selection and retention of school leaders (IEL, 2013). As in some other jurisdictions, 

including Australia, and specifically Western Australia, the OLF recognises that effective 

principal leadership sits at the very heart of school and system level success (González-

Falcón, García-Rodríguez, Gómez-Hurtado, & Carrasco-Macías, 2020; Leithwood, 2012; 

Murakami et al., 2014; Rubin, Goldring, Neel, Rogers & Grissom, 2020;). Thus, the OLF 

articulates effective leadership behaviours that provide a scaffold to assist new and practising 

principals to try to be successful. Leithwood (2012, p. 3) articulated this as the OLF 
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providing a “key source of objectives for leadership developers in the province and one 

transparent, defensible basis on which to assess and provide feedback about quality 

leadership enacted in schools and school systems.” 

 

Other Canadian provinces, including British Columbia and Alberta, have adopted the 

OLF along lines detailed in Leithwood’s assertion. In the case of British Columbia, the 

authorities there developed a leadership framework in 2017 that was based in part on the 

Ontario framework. It is their intention to also develop a framework for an implementation 

strategy that recognised the increasing complexity of the principal’s role and the training and 

development that is needed to support it. As with The Standard in Australia, the standards for 

school leaders in British Columbia are used as guidelines to inform training and development 

programmes, but with no stated consequence in relation to their attainment or otherwise.  

This is due, in no small part, to the fact that the OLF only identifies a standard of leadership. 

Thus, aligning documents and programs with it could be problematic (Riveros et al., 2016)  

 

England 

As was the case in Australia, the United States and various provinces in Canada, leadership 

standards in England, initially developed in 1997 by the Teacher Training Agency (TTA), 

were later revised. That was because it was recognised by the Department for Education and 

Skills (DfES) that the national education context of the role of headteachers had “changed 

significantly” (Garcia, 2004, p. 28). The new standards were released in 2004 by the National 

College for School Leadership (NCSL). They were established by the institution in order to 

assist in the recruitment of headteachers, and in performance management processes to 

provide guidance to all school stakeholders regarding what should be expected of the 

headteacher; as well as to identify threshold levels of performance for the assessment 
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framework to be used by the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) 

(Department for Education and Skills [DfES], 2004). The standards were built around six key 

areas which were identified as representing the role of the headteacher. 

 

In early 2014, the Department for Education (DfE), formerly the DfES, undertook a 

review of the 2004 non-mandatory national standard for headteachers and, in 2015, those 

were released as the National Standards of Excellence for Headteachers (Department for 

Education, 2015). Those were reviewed again in 2019 and moved “away from the 

aspirational nature of the 2015 standards in order to provide benchmarks that all headteachers 

should meet,” while they described what “good leadership for the full range of headteacher 

responsibilities” looked like (Department for Education, “Executive summary”, para. 6). The 

reviewed document was released in 2020. As in Australia, they were non-mandatory. 

Furthermore, unlike the teachers’ standards, they did not set a baseline for expected 

performance. Rather, as with the Standard in Australia, the expectation was that they would 

be utilised by the individual headteachers within their schools. Furthermore, they were meant 

to be for all headteachers, irrespective of where they were located within their career 

trajectory. Additionally, they provided a guide under which leadership development programs 

could be developed. 

 

Australia 

As previously noted in this thesis, school principals are deemed to play a pivotal role in 

developing quality and highly effective teaching practices through the promotion of coaching, 

mentoring and high expectations in schools (Beech & Artopoulos, 2015; Berkovich & 

Benoliel, 2020; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Murphy, 2017; Tan, 2015; Young et al., 2016). This 

view influenced approaches to defining the school principal’s role in Australia over the last 
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two decades and has provided a focal point for the development of standards within education 

there. A challenge, however, has been to try to capture the diversity of the role in terms of 

both a contextual and a practical application. 

 

The Australian Professional Standard for Principals, as already noted, was released in 

2011 and adopted nationally after an extensive consultation process was undertaken with 

state authorities and professional education bodies. As with standards internationally, it 

evolved from an understanding that school leadership is a critical factor in improving schools 

(Beech & Artopoulos, 2015; Berkovich & Benoliel, 2020; Dewitt, 2020; Dinham, 2016; 

2011; 2009; Hattie, 2009; Murphy, 2017). The mode of adoption nationally was unlike what 

happened in the United States, Canada and England. The Standard used was similar however, 

to what was introduced in those other jurisdictions, in that it acted as a non-mandatory 

guidance framework that school leaders could use for considering their professional growth 

and the growth of the education system. It also became useful for professional associations 

and professional development providers wishing to give consideration to how they could 

develop programs to support the professional principal of growth. 

 

During the conducting of a pilot study of the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals, undertaken by Dinham (2011) on behalf of the Australian Council for Education 

leaders (ACEL) in early 2011, 206 practising education leaders contributed. Of those, 69% 

were drawn from a population of principals and a further 31 percent was made up of aspiring 

principals. Further to that, 9 key stake holders were recruited to undertake ten related studies. 

They included the Australian Council for Educational leaders, Australian Council for 

Educational Research, Charles Darwin University, Centre for School leadership, Learning 

and Development, New South Wales Department of Education and Communities, Principals 
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Australia, South Australian Department of Education and Children’s Services, Tasmanian 

Department of Education and Training, and the Western Australian Department of Education 

(Dinham, 2011).  On the completion of the pilot study, the Standard was released as a content 

standard, rather than as a performance standard. Thus, it did not have to pass through an 

extensive validation process like that undertaken when the Australian Professional Standards 

for Teachers were being developed. 

 

The Standard made explicit that excellent leadership “is important to student learning, 

the teaching profession and the broader community” (Dinham, 2011, p. 5). It was the first of 

its kind nationally agreed upon and adopted for principals. Since its release, various state 

jurisdictions have attempted to utilise it in some way for “attracting, preparing, developing 

and supporting principals for leading 21
st
 century schools” (Dinham, 2011, p. 6). 

 

The initial intention of the Standard was being realised by 2015, in that it was providing 

a “consistent framework for the design of programs aimed at preparing the next generation of 

school leaders” (Jensen, Hunter, Lambert & Clark, 2015, p. 5). It was also providing a “basis 

for the broader Australian community to understand the scope and complexity of a principal’s 

work” (Dinham, 2011, p. 6). Furthermore, the framework was such that it was possible to 

avoid the creation of hierarchical lists like those identified two decades previously by Louden 

and Wildy (1999), as having the potential to “fragment professional performance” and 

“separate the performance from the context within which it occurs” (p. 100).  

 

At the same time, in 2014, AITSL developed a set of Leadership Profiles that, while not 

creating a list of leadership behaviours that could be ‘checked off’ by observers, were seen to 

have the potential to enhance the Standard by “describing the Leadership Requirements and 
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Professional Practices of principals in greater detail” (AITSL, 2014, p. 5). Collectively, the 

various documents mentioned were promoted as creating “a shared vison, clarity of 

understanding and a common language around effective and high-impact school leadership.” 

(AITSL, 2014, p. 4). The additional Leadership Profiles that attempted to provide a more 

comprehensive framework for principals, while developed at a national level, also provided a 

pathway that The Western Australian Education Department followed in 2017 as a way to 

further contextualise principal leadership in the State public education sector. 

 

Western Australia 

The Western Australian State education system, prior to the adoption of the Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals nationally in 2011, had, like the rest of the Australian 

states, seen a significant shift in policy development pertaining to decentralising the State 

education system. Back in 1987, on the announcement of a report entitled Better Schools in 

Western Australia: A Program for Improvement (Pearce, 1987), it was argued that that policy 

document signalled a shift from a centralised school system to a more autonomous one for 

school communities. School principals were now to be offered more flexibility in planning, 

resourcing and recruitment than previously. They were also allowed to become more 

responsive to local needs (Wildy, Louden & Robertson, 2000; Wildy & Pepper, 2005). 

 

In the late 1990s, the Department of Education established the Western Australian 

Leadership Centre (the Centre) in response to the changing education landscape in the State. 

That move constituted an effort to support school leaders in the public system. While 

established by the WA Education Department, it was governed by a Board of Directors 

drawn from various leader professional associations, the Department of Education, and the 
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Australian Education Union. Project managers, who were seconded from other positions, 

were given responsibility for developing professional learning for school leaders. 

A set of performance standards for school leaders was developed by the Western 

Australian Leadership Centre in collaboration with Murdoch University and Edith Cowan 

University. The work involved reviewing various principal and teaching standards both 

nationally and internationally, as well as carrying out hundreds of interviews with school 

leaders. An unusual feature, given trends at the time of the release and subsequent 

implementation of the proposals, was that, unlike other standards in Australia, those for WA 

included performance levels to enable school leaders to undertake professional reflection in 

order to guide them in their own professional learning. That became an integral part of the 

Centre’s framework comprising five domains: policy and direction; teaching and learning; 

staff; partnership; and resources. These domains were then utilised to determine the quality of 

leadership performance. Thus, they sat at the heart of the programs that those at the Centre 

developed (Anderson et al., 2007; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Wildy et al., 2000; Wildy & Pepper, 

2005).  

 

While not a mandated performance tool, the standards provided guidance for principals 

to identify gaps in their professional practices and to plan appropriate professional learning. 

That reflected a common development in a number of Australian states at the time, including 

in Victoria, Queensland and Tasmania. What was not evident however, was the influence that 

the initiative had, if any, on student performance and school improvement. Positive sentiment 

in that regard was stressed by various researchers since then (Davis et al., 2005; Dinham 

2016; Murphy, 2017; Young et al., 2016). 
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In 2018, the Department of Education in WA released the Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool (Department of Education [DoE], 2018). That document was the outcome 

of a collaboration between the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), 

Western Australian State school principals, and the Department of Education in WA. It was 

developed to assist school principals and others who aspired to the role of principal to reflect 

on their leadership practices. Furthermore, it was informed by international research on the 

kinds of leadership that can promote improved teaching and learning and described “the work 

and practices of increasingly effective principals based on lived school leadership 

experiences in our own system” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1). 

 

The Principal Performance Improvement Tool was aligned to the Australian Principal 

Standard and accompanying Leadership Profiles. Regarding WA, all were also aligned with 

the State Department’s Classroom First Strategy (Department of Education [DoE], 2007) and 

its strategic plan. Thus, an effort was made to contextualise it within the Western Australian 

public education system. 

 

In 2018, the then Acting Director General, announced the introduction of Western 

Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018-2021 (DoE, 2018c). It introduced new 

elements to try to strengthen the Principal Performance Improvement Tool. Again, it was 

argued in that document that principals have the “greatest impact on student achievement” by 

creating a culture in their schools that would have “every teacher teaching at their best and 

improving every year.” (DoE, 2018b). Similarly, the Leading for Impact: Australian 

Guidelines for School Leadership Development (Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership [AITSL], 2018) noted that school leaders “make the greatest impact on the 

progress and achievement of learners by using their educational expertise and management 
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skills to focus the efforts of everyone in the school on improving the quality of the teaching” 

(AITSL, 2018, p. 6). Clearly, the Standard appeared to be influencing State policy and 

development strategies for school principals. What was unknown though, as is still the case, 

was the influence that that was exerting on the principals themselves and on the level of the 

influence of The Standard on principals in terms of their own professional growth. 

 

Summary 

The background to the development of principal standards at an international level, at a 

national level relative to Australia, and at a state level within Western Australia has been 

examined in this section of the chapter. Globally, since the 1980s, many national jurisdictions 

have trialled and developed leadership standards in an effort to clearly articulate not just what 

school leaders need to know in an ever-changing education settings, but what they need to be 

able to reflect on in their practices to enable them to lead their school communities as the 

landscape moves towards one of education decentralisation. Australia has not been immune 

to this policy convergence. On that, the first nationally adopted leadership standards 

influenced the way states across the nation have looked to developing their principals. In 

Western Australian, and particularly in the case of State schools, activity in that regard has 

been taken by the Western Australian Department of Education and the Leadership Institute. 

They seek to shape matters in such a way that they can try to ensure that principals are given 

the tools to reflect on their practices and that the communities that they lead can become the 

beneficiaries of leadership growth. 
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Overview of Relevant Academic Literature 

In Chapter One of this thesis, an overview was presented of relevant literature related to 

standards and to principal preparation programs from both international and national 

contexts. Furthermore, it was considered in relation to school management, school leadership, 

school context and principal standards and preparation practices. This section of the present 

chapter now provides a review of further related literature that informed the study reported 

later in this thesis, thus providing a framework for more specifically for contextually locating 

the central research aim, namely, to arrive at understandings regarding the origins, 

developments and policies regarding Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s Australian Professional Standards for Principals as they relate to Western 

Australian public primary school principals. 

 

One thing that researchers seem to agree on, in relation to the area under consideration 

in this thesis, is that leadership in schools makes a difference. Indeed, it is one aspect of 

schools that, since the advent of the decentralisation movement that began in many countries 

over three decades ago, has been consistently noted (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Barnett, 

Shoho & Cypres, 2012; Bush & Glover, 2003; Dewitt, 2017, 2020; Dinham, 2011, 2016; 

Leithwood, 2019; Mason et al., 2020; Masters, 2018; McDowell, 2018; Mourshed, Chijioke 

& Barber, 2010; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012; Ubben, Hughes & Norris, 2016). Leithwood 

summed up the current situation when he stated that “school leadership is now widely viewed 

as both a central explanation for school effectiveness and one of the most powerful levers for 

improving schools” (2019, p. xv). Furthermore, Vaillant (2015) concluded that studies 

conducted by various researchers on effective leadership reported that those schools that had 

improved student achievement did so “owing to strong leadership by their principals” (p. 2). 
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If we consider that school improvement can contribute to improved student 

achievement and that, subsequently, this can bring about quality teaching, as Murphy 

Neumerski, Goldring, Grissom and Porter have suggested, it is because “principals touch 

student performance indirectly, by influencing teachers’ instructional strategies” (2015, p. 

456). That position has been maintained by other researchers (Dinham, 2016; Heck & 

Hallinger, 2014; Kollias & Hatzopoulos, 2013; Leithwood, 2019). At the same time, when 

dealing with principals within their leadership roles, identifying what they need to do in order 

to be effective can be a little problematic, simply because context matters. Thus, a principal’s 

ability to move from leading to managing can, depending on the circumstances, have a 

significant influence on his or her ability to shape a school’s culture when trying to bring 

about school improvement and an accompanying improvement in student achievement. It is 

important, therefore, that principal standards are broad enough to encapsulate such 

circumstances. 

 

School Management  

Management, as already noted, is important in schools because it provides a foundation on 

which leadership sits. Within a school context, when leadership is examined and analysed it 

is often done so through a managerial lens (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2016). In part, that may 

be due to the fact that, historically, school leadership has been associated with the role and 

functions of school management teams that have primarily considered the organisational 

elements of schools (Leithwood, 2019; Leithwood & Louis, 2011; Schleicher, 2012; Vaillant, 

2015). 

 

Prior to the 1980s, when centralised control existed within many education 

jurisdictions, the principal’s primarily role was often defined within an administrative context 
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(Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Vaillant, 2015). Viewed within such parameters, it was possible for a 

school to be well managed and to function successfully for some time, while lacking effective 

leadership. Indeed, there were many instances of such situations. A case study conducted by 

Davis (2006) in the United Kingdom highlighted this in examining a school community that 

underwent a leadership change. One principal, who partook in the study, was very functions-

orientated and task-orientated, and displayed a leadership style that sat largely within the 

management paradigm. That, ultimately, left the school without a clear vision or capacity for 

sustainability in relation to teacher growth and student achievement. Teachers, consequently, 

had become disenchanted and their roles and the performance of their students suffered. The 

school’s standing within the community also waned significantly. 

 

The principal was one who managed but did not lead. After he was replaced, the 

newcomer invested time creating a long-term plan for the school around some of the existing 

management structures, while at the same time building the teachers’ knowledge and skills in 

relation to teaching and learning. In doing so, both management and leadership elements 

essential for the success of the school community were addressed. The point illustrated by the 

study was that it cannot be assumed that managerial leadership, that focuses on functions and 

tasks, can facilitate the development of competencies of others within a school (Clarke & 

O’Donoghue, 2016). What is important though, is that managerial behaviours need to be 

considered within the context of leadership considerations (Naido & Peterson, 2015). 

 

After reviewing key leadership practices of school principals, Hitt and Tucker (2016) 

concluded that “the organisational function of school leaders consistently predicted student 

achievement growth” (p. 534). Furthermore, Grissom and Loeb (2011) noted that the 

organisational management of principals could account for a 10% standard deviation in 
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student achievement.  What was not clear in that work however, was the level of structures 

that existed prior to new ones being put into place, and whether the result would have been 

the same if leadership with a more instructional lens, or what Jamali (2004, p. 107) has 

referred to as an “organisational learning approach”, had been adopted. Wilson (2011), in his 

examination of leadership in high performing schools, also distilled six critical factors 

pertaining to educational leadership after examining decades of research. Two of these, 

namely, a safe, orderly and respectful environment and timely monitoring of student 

progress, both of which are focused on school management, stood out, as did instructional 

leadership when attention was also paid to management. 

 

School management then, clearly is important. That is so notwithstanding the shift in 

policy in many countries that has promoted increased autonomy for school communities and 

where a focus is on school improvement. Relatedly, there is a larger recognition than 

previously on leading learning and on effective leadership not being difficult to achieve 

without simultaneously practising effective management. Thus, building professional 

learning communities and creating a culture of excellence are now emphasised in discussions 

on improving teaching and learning. School principals in various constituencies also are still 

required to monitor the functions, tasks and actions that are taking place within the school.  A 

large shift, though, is discernible in relation to the context within which management was 

previously considered. Now it is often seen as having to do with the human, material and 

financial domains. A managerial leader, as noted already in Chapter One, primarily focusses 

on the process that exist within these domains, rather than on leading in relation to how best 

to utilise them to bring about improvements (Bush & Glover, 2014; Everard, Morris & 

Wilson, 2004; Nahavandi, 2015). 
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In considering the development of standards internationally, Liu, Xu, Grant, Strong and 

Fang (2017) argued also that, despite the movement within education towards increased 

autonomy, China is one country that has continued to place emphasis on the managerial 

element of instructional leadership knowledge. They cite the following instructions: 

“Establish a sound system of teacher development” and “Establish protocols for teacher peer 

observations and critique of lessons” as well as “develop a mechanism that integrate teaching, 

research and training” (p.  250). All of these tasks fall well within the domain of 

management. Thus, it may well be suggested that China’s Ministry of Education understands 

the role that management plays in establishing the conditions conducive to bringing about 

school improvement. 

 

Addressing the latter aspect of leadership, the AITSL has articulated throughout its 

profiles that, for the Australian Professional Standard for Principals, they need to consider 

the development of both the management and leadership qualities of the school leader in 

bringing about school improvement (AITSL, 2015).  In adopting this for Western Australia, it 

appears that work undertaken by officers working for the Department of Education in 

developing the Principal Performance Improvement Tool in 2018, took account, as did their 

Chinese counterparts, of the importance of management, since it is interwoven throughout the 

six identified domains of professional practice (ACER, 2018; DoE, 2018). 

 

Today’s principals in many countries continue to be presented with lengthy lists of 

responsibilities related to the leadership of a school. These range from collating census data 

on student numbers through to the development of a five-year strategic plan, while 

concurrently identifying processes that will enable this to be achieved. Managing alone is no 

longer enough. Leadership must also be considered (Dos & Savas, 2015). 
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School Leadership 

Researchers have identified that effective principals appear to be able to assume various 

leadership roles while employing several strategies successfully and also prospering both 

professionally and personally. Additionally, they hold that such individuals have the capacity 

to bring about significant school improvement across all domains of the school community, 

thus helping to improve student achievement (Grogan & Andrews, 2002; Dinham, 2016; 

Dewitt, 2020; Gunter, 2016; Jensen, Hunter, Lambert & Clark, 2015; Leithwood, 2019).  

Wilson contended thus when he stated that “principal leadership has been known to be 

pivotal to a school’s success and particularly critical in schools that have ranked persistency 

low performing over time, the greater the challenge, the greater the impact of leadership on 

teaching and learning” (2011, p. 333). Leadership in schools is also seen as being very much 

about being an architect of the organisational structures within a school: it is about linking 

teachers, opportunities and resources and then providing guidance on how these can be best 

utilised in order to bring about improvement. (Dinham, Collarbone, Evans & Mackay, 2013; 

Jamali, 2004; Leithwood, 2019; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008). 

 

While Hughes and Norris (2016) asserted that leadership is about the development of 

people, that is a rather narrow view of leadership for school contexts given that instructional 

leadership generally within current international, national and local settings at the present 

time tends to be the recognised term that separates leadership from management (Dewitt, 

2020; Hallinger & Lee, 2013; Harris, Jones, Cheah, Devadason & Adams, 2017).  Such a 

description also tends to sit alongside a model of leadership referred to as transformational 

leadership. While it is not necessary here to explore these concepts in any depth, it is 

important to note that they fall into the general category of leadership because, by their very 
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nature, they are associated with influencing the actions of others in evoking change through 

shaping the motivations, actions and goals of others to facilitate school improvement. 

 

Leadership, according to Dewitt (2020) is “not merely [about] getting out of your office 

more” (p.  xix). Further to this, he asserts that instructional leadership occurs when “those on 

a leadership position focus on the implementing practices that will increase student learning” 

(Dewitt, 2020, p. 10). Salo, Nylund and Stjernstrom (2015) though also argued, that “despite 

the emphasis on the effects of school leadership regarding teaching practices and learning 

outcomes, research on direct instructional leadership is scarce” (p. 490). 

 

Some years earlier, Leithwood, Louis Anderson and Wahlstrom (2004) made a similar 

assertion when they stated that “the term instructional leader has been in vogue for decades as 

the desired model for education leadership yet the term is often more a slogan that a well-

defined set of leadership practices” (p. 3). Hallinger and Heck (1996) also pointed out that 

despite a lack of identified practices, instructional leadership was the most commonly form of 

school leadership investigated. That was not a surprising assertion given the shift in many 

countries towards promoting increased school autonomy and a call for a redefining of the 

principal’s role within that new paradigm. 

 

Back in 2005, Hallinger (2005) reviewed various research projects pertaining to 

instructional leadership. He then proposed that principals should attend to the following in 

relation to instructional leadership: defining the mission of the school, managing the 

instructional programs, and creating a positive school climate.  Each is then broken down into 

numerous components relevant to bringing about school improvement.  Further, more of 

them can be found in one form or another interwoven throughout each education 
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jurisdictions. In the case of the United States Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

2015 for example, all ten standards can be condensed into Hallinger’s three propositions 

(Hallinger, 2005), The same can be said about the Ontario Leadership Framework (2013) 

that identifies 5 core leadership capacities, the five professional practice domains identified in 

AITSL’s Australian Professional Standards for Principals (2019), and the six domains 

outlined within Western Australian Education Department’s Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b). 

 

School Leadership and Management 

Numerous researchers have articulated the importance of leadership within schools (Dewitt, 

2020; Dinham, 2016; Dinham, Collarbone, Evans & Mackay, 2013; Grogan & Andrews, 

2002; Gunter, 2016; Jamali, 2004; Jensen, Hunter, Lambert & Clark, 2015; Leithwood, 2019; 

Leithwood & Mascall, 2008). Furthermore, all support the notion that without effective 

leadership, school improvement and improved student achievement will not take place. 

However, as indicated already, the interconnection between leadership and management 

cannot be overlooked even if it is possible for a school to be well managed and to function 

successfully for some time where there is a lack of effective leadership. Davis (2006), in a 

study conducted over a six year period, demonstrated that at the same time, we cannot 

overlook the work of Naidoo and Petersen (2015) who reported that principals with a 

grounding in managerial models of school leadership often struggle in trying to share a 

focussed vison with a school community and with identifying the required practices for 

teachers to enact it (Bush, 2013; Spaull & Kotze, 2015; Vick, 2004). 

 

A national study of the principalship, conducted in the United States by the Centre of 

Reinventing Public Education in 2003 involving 150 interviews in 21 schools, supported the 
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latter notion. It argued that “a school’s governance structure affects the ways key leadership 

functions are performed” (Portin, Schneider, DeArmond & Gundlach, 2003, p. 1). Putting it 

another way, a well-led school is generally well-managed, but a well-managed school is not 

necessarily well-led. Bush (2007) articulated that view rather succinctly when he stated that 

“unless this link between purpose and management is clear and close, there is a danger of 

‘managerialism’, a stress on procedures at the expense of educational purpose and values” (p. 

1). Thus, the importance of this matter being articulated in principals’ standards is significant. 

 

Both leading and managing, then, are important in schools. For a school to achieve its 

stated objectives and operate successfully and effectively over the long term, equal 

significance needs to be placed on the application of processes associated with both (Norris et 

al., 2015; Supovitz, 2014). On this, Cuban (1988) and Bush (2011) highlighted the value of 

both management and leadership qualities and suggested that different settings and different 

times call for varied responses. They also argued that both should be given equal prominence 

in order for schools to effectively achieve their goals. In a similar vein, Ramsey (2006) 

indicated that leaders are made, not born, and that many school leaders require assistance in 

learning how to move beyond performing perfunctory management functions that create a 

well-managed school, to undertaking leadership roles that will help improve schools. Further, 

Dembowski (2006) proposed that, while management and leadership are essentially unique, a 

relationship can exist between them as “these two competencies are interdependent” (p. 3). 

 

In developing standards then, there needs to be due consideration given to the idea that 

they will provide a foundation on which both leadership and management practices are 

promoted and encouraged. Within England and the USA that position has been followed, 

with standards now being more about capabilities rather than being about the competencies 



60 

promoted in the 1990s (Dinham, 2016; Hallinger, 2005; 2011). Furthermore, while the term 

‘standards’ continues to be used widely, they are Professional Standards for Educational 

Leaders (2015) as produced by the National Policy Board for Educational Administration in 

the United States, the National Leaders of Education Standards (2020) as produced by the 

Department of Education in England, and The Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals (2019) as produced by AITSL in Australia. Many nations have also created 

associated frameworks, thus implying the value of flexibility being available to principals 

within their school contexts. Examples are the Ontario Leadership Framework (2013), the 

Instructional Leadership Framework (2019) in New York, and the Leadership Strategy 

Framework (2018) in Western Australia. Associated with those also, is the term ‘capabilities’ 

that is conducive to encouraging a merging of the two qualities of leadership and 

management. 

 

There is a merging of both leadership and management practices within the Ontario 

Leadership Framework (OLF) (2013). Three related key concepts are identified: leadership, 

management, and authority. These are aligned to five core leadership capacities: setting 

goals, aligning resources with priorities, promoting collaborative learning cultures, using 

data, and engaging in courageous conversations. In addition, what the OLF provides is an 

outline of a set of practices and behaviours that principals might display within each core 

capacity, depending on their own stage of development and the stage of development of the 

school that is on an improvement journey. The overall framework is suggestive of what 

Rhodes and Burnett (2009) identified from their research as the power of linking learning to 

context in order to make it more pertinent to the principal at that point in time (IEL, 2013; 

Lewis & Murphy, 2008; Murphy, 2016; Walker & Dymmock, 2006). 
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The Australian Professional Standard for Principals (2019) is not dissimilar in the way 

it has been structured using the three leadership lenses and the associated linked foci. Given 

that there is no hierarchy in terms of those lenses, a principal can elect to operate within any 

area of focus depending upon his or her career stage, capability and the context (Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leaders, 2014). Thus, the Standard has the capacity to 

exercise “influence on the shape and texture on the profession of school administration” 

(Murphy, 2017, p. 5). Drawing on that position, the Principal Performance Improvement 

Tool (DoE, 2018b) in Western Australia has been designed to try to make The Standard 

relevant to Western Australian principals through the expansion of six areas of practice that 

underpin the work of school leaders in their schools. While this should assist in 

contextualising The Standard, the degree to which it influences individual principals within 

their daily work is yet to be determined. 

 

School Context, Principals’ Standards, Preparation and Practices 

When school leaders work “in what seem to be difficult social and demographic contexts, 

education happens in many new ways” (Otero, 2012, p. 9). This notion, some hold, should be 

central to school leaders’ thinking, as it is the uniqueness of place that essentially guides what 

can be done best within a school. Wildy and Clarke (2009, p. 40) affirmed that viewpoint 

when they stated that “principals who are finely attuned to the sense of place are adept at 

recognising the constraints and opportunities that are brought to bear on their professional 

endeavours.” Moreover, understanding the importance of place can enable school leaders to 

have a more positive influence on the learning community than would be possible if they 

deemed it irrelevant to their daily duties in leading a school (Gruenewald, 2003). 
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Acknowledging the significance of place can also assist school leaders to identify areas 

that need attention within their own leadership development. Certainly, any set of standards 

pertaining to school leaders should be transferable from school to school. At the same time, it 

should be relevant to all school leaders, regardless of the stage they are at in their career 

(Crawford & Cowie, 2012).  

 

It follows from the position detailed above that, in order to understand the professional 

development needs of principals, the contexts in which they exert their influence need to be 

understood. On that, Liu et al. (2017, p. 240) asserted that “in order to gain an understanding 

of the expectations of schools, school systems and the education leaders who work [within 

them], it is necessary to examine the context” in which they exist. Furthermore, in a study 

involving 1574 principals in Massachusetts, Militello, et al., (2009) found that 94 percent of 

practising principals believed that what they learned in the context of their schools and from 

colleagues, better prepared them for their school leadership roles than the existing leadership 

preparation programs. Significant for the USA was that the Interstate School Leaders 

Licensing Consortium (ISLLC) had developed a set of national standards in the six key areas 

for principals’ certification and evaluation that they deemed as essential to transform schools 

(2008). The principals’ perspectives, however, suggested that programs developed around the 

ISCLL standards were, in fact, not viewed in the same light by practising school leaders. 

Furthermore, those same standards were used for folio review of university-based aspiring 

principal preparation programs by National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education 

(NCATE). Relevant to that, Grogan and Andrews (2002) found some five years earlier that 

“few of the principal preparation programs in major universities have passed the folio 

review” (p. 11). Militello et al. (2009) also wrote that “a number of critiques have cited more 

real-world, internships-like experience in preparation programs” as being more worthwhile, 
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as a great deal of what principals learnt in generic leadership preparation programs was not 

context specific. 

 

It could be suggested that the focus on contextual relevance enabled universities to shift 

away from the one-size-fits-all models that numerous leadership preparation programs tend to 

espouse, based on the belief that, if the correct model of leadership is practiced, it will make a 

difference irrespective of context. However, leadership is considerably subtler and more 

nuanced than is commonly portrayed (Brauckmann at al., 2020; Brundrett, 2013; Clarke & 

O’Donoghue, 2017; Gurr et al., 2020; Hallinger, 2018; Williams, 2015). Cordeiro and 

Cunningham (2013, p. 32) made the point that it “cannot be understood … apart from 

context.” In making this assertion Cordeiro & Cunningham (2013) noted that schools in the 

USA exist within a larger global system “linked to society through both formal and informal 

structures of governance and influence that shape almost all educational decisions” (p. 32). In 

other words, it is important that leadership be considered as concerned with more than a 

simple set of competencies that ignore “the circumstances in which leadership is exercised” 

(James, 2011, p. 9). Murakami et al. (2009) alluded to the latter notion, when they stated, 

with regard to the principals they studied, that they were “expected to be innovative at their 

school site, yet work within the conformity in a system that is highly prescriptive” (p. 16). 

 

The National College for School Leadership in England (2004) indicated that it was in 

fact influence of context that influenced leadership. Indeed, according to Bush (2019), that 

awareness played a significant role in the development of leadership qualities in headteachers 

ever since the organisation began to operate in 2002. Furthermore, the strength of its 

leadership development programs in meeting competence standards seemed to be that it was 



64 

a work-based program that supported headteachers in engaging in whole school initiatives 

through coaching, mentoring and online support (Cowie & Crawford, 2009). 

 

The Massachusetts study undertaken by Militello et al., (2009) also indicated that 

principals can be united in identifying the need for a large skill set to enable them to be 

effective, and pointed out that the programs can fall short in providing those for their 

particular contextual settings. 10 years earlier, Wildy and Louden (1999), raised the same 

point in relation to their work in Australia. This is not to suggest that education systems 

cannot draw on knowledge generated in relation to leadership preparation development in 

other contexts.  Rather, it is to hold that leadership development should occur within the 

sensitivity of context (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017; Gurr et al., 2020). If this does not occur, 

then the assumption can be made that “leaders are unrestrained by the context in which they 

work” (Bush et al., 2019, p. 293) and unrealistic expectations may be made of principals. 

 

Various researchers, when considering both the practice and development of principals, 

have acknowledged the complexity of context in identifying how it potentially shapes their 

behaviour (Bartee, 2012; Brundett & Crawford, 2008; Burke, Marx & Lowenstein, 2012; 

Bush, 2020; Bush et al., 2019; Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017; Gurr, 2014; Gurr et al., 2020; 

Hallinger, 2018; Moos et al., 2008; Wei & Wei, 2017). Context, however, is not just limited 

to the school environment. Rather, it also encompasses the wider landscape that includes 

situated contexts, professional contexts, material contexts and external contexts. The latter in 

turn consists of the institution context, the community context, the national and cultural 

context, the economic context, and political context. 
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Acknowledging all of the above matters, and that the act of leading is a social process, 

Bartee (2012, p. 323) asserted that “as a specialized role and social influence process, 

leadership is comprised of both rational and emotional elements with no assumptions about 

the purpose or outcome of the influence.” Instructive on that, is that in the United States, 

following the 2001 release of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2002) policy, developers of 

principal preparation programs found themselves wrestling with acknowledging the 

operational aspects of school contexts and addressing the needs of principals relative to 

community contexts. At the same time, they had to navigate the demands of the political 

context in which principals were forced to effect change. 

 

On a related matter, Wei (2017), in examining the development of professional 

standards for school leaders by the Ministry of Education of People’s Republic of China, 

identified that policy borrowing from countries such as New Zealand, England, Hong Kong 

and the United States was evident, and matched international trends regarding standardising 

leadership practices and preparation programs. China’s Ministry of Education had 

simultaneously conducted an extensive examination of the context in which its current 

education system existed nationally. Given that one of the nation’s aims was the development 

of a world class education system in which it identified that “school leaders [would] play key 

roles in improving student learning by shaping school conditions” (Wei, 2017, p. 182), it 

made sense that they did so. Wei (2017), however, argued that a juxtaposition between the 

global context in which China aspired to dominate in education, the local context in which 

principals were operating, and the leadership development that they were undertaking to 

bring this about, still existed. On that, she (Wei, 2017, p. 197) stated that “instead of focusing 

on students’ academic performance, the Chinese leadership standards emphasize more … the 

perspective of moral education, personal cultivation, and students’ overall growth.” 
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Clarke and O’Donoghue (2017) have been amongst those who have contended that 

leadership and context are relationally inseparable. They acknowledged that “while 

academics working in a variety of areas have paid significant attention to the importance of 

being sensitive to context when engaging in education policy research, policy and practice…” 

(p. 168), it continues to be largely ignored.  In the case of the development of standards for 

principals and the subsequent leadership development programs that have evolved in 

countries that include England, Canada, the United States and Australia, the learning remains, 

almost exclusively, in the hands of those providing it. Thus, the expertise that school leaders 

bring to the programs and the context in which their leadership exists tends to be ignored. 

Furthermore, the concept of a singular, linear route to the knowledge, skills and beliefs of 

school leadership that many preparation programs present can be misaligned with the 

complexity of school leaders' roles and the situations in which they are exercised (Boyd, Lehr 

& MacNeill, 2020). This is to argue for Clarke and O’Donoghue’s (2017, p. 169) assertion 

that “to introduce change that promises more success and less failure, the world of the people 

most closely involved in implementation must be understood.” 

 

The matter of the interrelatedness of leadership, management and context not being 

linear, but rather that each facet reacts with the others without any degree of predictability, is 

commented on also by González-Falcón et al. (2020), Gurr (2014), Gurr et al. (2020), 

Hallinger (2018) and Wei (2017). The complexity, mixed with the randomness of human 

nature and various nuances, ensures that leadership development is rather more complex than 

adhering to one particular model or development program for any one school community. 

Furthermore, the contexts in which leadership is exercised never remain static; they are fluid 

as a result of interactions. Accordingly, school leadership needs to be elastic to enable it to be 
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exercised in such a way that it can also evolve within the contextual elasticity of school 

environments. 

 

Clarke and O’Donoghue (2017, p. 172) asserted also that “the level of complexity 

associated with the concept of context, even to the extent that schools in themselves vary 

considerably according to their individual contextual circumstances”, which supports the 

latter notion. On that, the diversity in which leadership is practiced in England, the United 

States, Canada and Australia, for example, is immense, and not just in relation to the situated 

context, but also in relation to the political, professional, material and cultural contexts. That 

prompted the National Policy Board for Educational Administration (NPBEA) in the United 

States to undertake a review of the 2011 Professional Standards for Educational Leaders in 

2014 (Murphy, 2017), “to ensure the continued strength and relevance of its national 

standards for leadership preparation” (Young & Perrone, 2016, p. 4). The NPBEA, in 

recognising that the expectations of, and responsibility for, building school leaders changes 

over time, acknowledged also that professional standards are not static. 

 

Given then, that contexts can shape the profession’s work, it would seem only logical 

that the standards for principals should take account of that. On that, it is evident that the 

development of standards for principals has influenced and shaped leadership preparation 

programs in the changing landscape of education in United States. There is limited empirical 

research however, that identifies the influence of program accreditation and licensure relating 

to educational leadership (Crow & Whiteman, 2016; Hackman, 2016; Pavlakis & Kelley, 

2016; Young & Perrone, 2016). 
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In Australia, Watterston (2015), on behalf of AITSL, undertook an environmental scan 

of principal preparation programs. Her report indicated that, while most of the programs that 

were offered aligned to the Australian Professional Standard for Principals, “a fully 

cohesive, systemic approach to leadership development” (p. 3) was lacking. Nevertheless, 

experiential tasks were “grounded in contextual practice” (p. 3), ensuring that the programs 

were relevant for the system providing them. In terms of The Standard, its relevance to such 

support was provided by Dinham’s (2011) assertion that it could “be used to build the quality 

and capacity of principals across Australia to lead learning by providing a framework for 

professional learning” (p. 6). 

 

Regarding the international scene, Murakami et al., (2014) suggested that, 

notwithstanding the dissimilarity of principal preparation structures across countries, various 

education jurisdictions had developed standards with an underlying goal to facilitate the 

development and professional growth of principals. That, in turn, was done to create and 

foster the development of ‘successful’ schools and students. However, for it to occur, 

standards for principals must, he argued, become embedded such that the development and 

professional growth experiences of principals are developed within the context in which they 

reside. Situated, material and professional contexts (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017) make this 

extremely problematic in Western Australia, given the diversity of the communities there. 

The diverse levels of experience of principals also make it difficult to create a one-size-fits-

all model of principal preparation. 

 

It is true that The Australian Professional Standard for Principals emphasises that the 

leadership requirements and professional practices are fully interdependent and integrated 

(AITSL, 2011). Additionally, the Western Australian Principal Performance Improvement 
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Tool (DoE, 2018b) was developed to assist school principals to reflect on their current 

leadership practices. Yet, it could be argued that these tools still fail to help one address the 

situational context in which one may find oneself or herself, regardless of the stage one is at 

in one’s career development. 

 

The Western Australian Department of Education did acknowledge in the Western 

Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 - 2021 (DoE, 2018c, p. 3) that “shifts in 

the context of how schools operate” necessitate the need to establish ways in which principals 

are prepared for these new environments. Thus, through the State’s Leadership Institute 

(formerly the Institute for Professional Learning), leadership programs that were “tailored for 

principals at various stages of their careers and working in diverse contexts” (DoE, 2018c, p. 

6) were developed. However, while the AITSL Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals provided a framework on which those were built, they still fail to address the 

reality that a linear approach to principal professional learning is not well-suited to the fluid, 

organic nature of school leadership. Therefore, the importance of context to school leadership 

development in the State should still not be understated in any support given, or in programs 

provided, to assist school principals to lead and manage in their school community's unique 

setting. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of associated literature. It focused on the development of 

principal standards and on principal development. The chapter was concerned primarily with 

the development of standards for principals and how they are deemed to be affecting the 

development and shape of school leadership within school systems. Associated policies were 

also related to the literature on the changing landscape in which principals find themselves in 
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developing leadership capabilities to better undertake their core business of assessing 

teaching and learning in schools. By way of furthering a background, three more sections 

followed. The first discussed the changing position on the principal’s role within the context 

of the global school system. The second elaborated on considerations in Chapter One by 

focusing on the development of standards for principals in Australia. The final section related 

to the Western Australian context and current developments in the State that are having an 

impact on the development and training of principals in the public sector. 

In the following chapter, the research design used in the study reported in this thesis is 

outlined. The three chapters thereafter discuss the results of the study. The thesis then 

concludes with a summary and implications for practice, and for further research. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Introduction 

The aim of the study reported later in this thesis was, as indicated already, to conduct a study 

that would be informative for current primary school principals in Western Australia, and 

particularly those in charge of public primary schools, on the origins, development and 

policies regarding the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014). Specifically, what was sought was to 

provide them with a broad context of historical antecedents and recent developments in the 

field. To that end, the study was conceptualised within the interpretivist paradigm. 

 

Most research projects undertaken that are based on the interpretivist paradigm are 

empirical works that seek to investigate the everyday activity of individuals and society, the 

interactions between individuals, and the meanings underlying associated texts. Associated 

with that, is the theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism, as it places primary 

importance on the social meanings people attach to the world around them and how they 

respond to these meanings (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Woods, 1992). Consistent with symbolic 

interactionism, the methodology usually used is that of grounded theory (Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

 

Research undertaken using the same frameworks, and drawing solely on secondary 

sources and policy documents, is much less common. That, however, is not to argue that the 

situation should be thus, since those frameworks can equally be used to analyse such 
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material. Moreover, it needs to be undertaken in order to provide valuable analyses of policy 

contexts and developments to complement those that are more empirical in nature.  

 

Thinking along the latter lines informed the research on each of the central research 

aims detailed above on arriving at ‘understandings’. Moreover, the term ‘understandings’ 

itself was deemed to be equivalent to the more technical micro-sociological term 

‘perspectives’ that is central within symbolic interactionism. The nature of what is meant by 

‘perspectives’ will now be explained in detail, because it was used as the central concept for 

interrogating the corpus of key documents in the field in relation to the historical antecedents 

to and recent developments that led to the formulation of the Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership’s Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014). 

 

The Paradigms Underpinning the Research 

Paradigms are worldviews that inform the modes of investigation undertaken by a researcher. 

There are a number of them and scholars have different ways of classifying them. 

Nevertheless, according to Punch and Oancea (2014), many worldviews are encapsulated in a 

small number of categories. These can include positivism, interpretivism, and critical theory. 

Positivism is the belief that objective accounts of the world can be given and that the function 

of science is to develop explanations. Interpretivism is the belief that people bring meaning to 

situations and respond in terms of how they understand their world. Critical theory seeks to 

illuminate the differences between appearance and reality, exposing hegemonic power 

structures and highlighting the “disjunction between ostensible claims and what actually 

happens” (How, 2003, p. 5). Interpretivism is the paradigm within which the three aims of the 

study reported later was conducted. 
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The Interpretivist Paradigm and the First Two Research Aims 

Overall, the interpretivist approach emphasises social interaction as the basis of knowledge 

formed by “mutual negotiation and specific to the situation being investigated” 

(O’Donoghue, 2018, p. 9). Consistent with this, four assumptions were made in relation to 

the first two aims of the study, detailing why the results of pursuing them would be of value 

to currently serving teachers, school principals and policy makers, especially in relation to 

public primary schools. Those aims, it will be recalled, were to provide illumination on 

historical antecedents and recent developments that eventually led to the production of the 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) as they relate to Western Australian public primary school 

principals. 

 

The four assumptions mentioned above were as follows: 

1. The building blocks for leadership in WA have been schools, colleagues, the 

Department of Education Western Australia (DoE), the State School Teachers Union 

of Western Australia (SSTUWA), Principals Federation of Western Australia 

(PFWA) and the Western Australian Primary Principals’ Association (WAPPA); 

2. While WA principals have been provided with the National Professional Standard for 

Principals, as well as elaborations to support their developmental pathway to high 

levels of proficiency, they can, even if not declaring they do so, exercise a certain 

amount of autonomy and freedom in how and when to utilise them;  

3. The principal interacts with colleagues, with teachers, with the school community, 

with professional associations and with the Department of Education; 

4. ‘Negotiation’ of adoption occurs for principals within a school’s context, and 

depending on the stage of their career 
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In accepting those four assumptions, the current researcher had a clear view of how the 

pursuit of the first two research aims could lead to results that could be of value to teachers, 

principals and policy makers, in informing them in the decision making that, as the 

interpretivist paradigm indicates, is a standard aspect of the human condition in their sphere 

of work. 

 

Within the interpretivist paradigm, the theoretical perspective of symbolic 

interactionism provided further theoretical direction for the study. Central to it is the concept 

of ‘perspectives’. Woods (1992) defined perspectives as frameworks through which people 

make sense of the world. Blackledge and Hunt (1985) and O’Donoghue (2018) further 

expanded on the key components of ‘perspectives’ by stating that they consist of the 

following interrelated areas; the aims and intentions (so it can be asked what an individual 

aims to do in a particular situation); strategies that they use to achieve their aims; the 

significance that an individual attaches to the situation, and the reasons that individuals give 

for the aims, strategies and significance they have to a particular situation. 

 

Symbolic interactionists distinguish between perspectives and perceptions. They also 

distinguish between perspectives and attitudes. On those, the present researcher deemed that 

if practitioners and policy makers are to develop a full appreciation of the results of this 

research project, then it is important that they know what the distinctions in question are. 

 

Charon (2001, p. 8) summarised the distinction between perspectives and perceptions. 

She stated as follows: “perspectives are not perceptions but are guides to our perceptions; 

they influence what we see and how we interpret what we see.” Thus, perceptions have the 
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lower status of the two. Symbolic interactionists also consider that perspectives are actively 

formed by the individual who then also can change and modify them depending on situations.  

 

Symbolic interactionists also reject the notion of ‘attitudes’. Usually, attitudes are 

understood to be relatively fixed and stable (O’Donoghue, 2018). Symbolic interactionists do 

not accept such a position, as it implies that an attitude can be taken by the individual from 

one situation to the next. Rather, the notion is that the individual’s perspectives direct his or 

her response and that there is a certain amount of latitude available on that when exercised in 

any one context.  

 

With the definition of perspectives now clarified, the manner in which it was utilised to 

guide data collection needs to be explained. On that, O’Donoghue (2018) expanded on the 

definition of perspectives by listing the following key components: the intentions each 

individual has in a particular situation and the reasons the individuals give for these; 

strategies that individuals use to achieve their aims in a particular situation and the reasons 

the individuals give for these; the significance that individuals attach to the situation and the 

reasons the individuals give for these; the outcomes individuals expect from pursuing their 

intentions and strategies with the significance they attach to them and the reasons they give 

for them. 

 

These component parts of a perspective detailed above offered a framework to guide 

the interrogation of the central documents on the key developments that revealed themselves 

in the pursuit of the first two research aims. They also provided the researcher with a set of 

headings under which to classify one’s results of the interrogation. Following that, they were 
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integrated and presented in the form of standard historical exposition, both in relation to 

longer term and more recent developments. 

 

Here, it is necessary to restate that the component parts of a perspective offered a 

framework to guide the interrogation of the central documents on the key developments that 

revealed themselves in the pursuit of the first two research aims. On that, the framework was 

detailed in the form of the following research guiding questions that were posed regularly by 

the present researcher when interrogating the documents that were produced historically and 

that, in turn, led to the production of a more recent set of documents and eventually the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals: 

1. What were the intentions of policy makers involved in developments over the long 

term that, in turn, led to the production of a more recent set of documents and 

eventually the Australian Professional Standard for Principals, and what reasons 

did they give for having those intentions? 

2. What strategies did the official documents from the time indicate that principals 

were expected to use in realising their intentions, and what reasons were given for 

that? 

3. What, according to the documents of the day, did policy makers see as the 

significance of the intentions proposed and the associated strategies, and what 

reasons were given for that? 

4. What outcomes do the documents of the day indicate that principals should expect 

from pursuing the outlined intentions and strategies, and what reasons were given 

for that? 

The same approach was used to guide the interrogation of the documents related to the 

second research aim. The adoption of the framework in that regard was detailed as follows: 
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1. What were the intentions of policy makers involved in recent developments that 

eventually led to the production of the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals, and what reasons did they give for having those intentions? 

2. What strategies did the official documents from the time indicate that principals 

were expected to use in realising their intentions, and what reasons were given for 

that? 

3. What, according to the documents of the day, did policy makers see as the 

significance of the intentions proposed and the associated strategies, and what 

reasons were given for that? 

4. What outcomes do the documents of the day indicate that principals should expect 

from pursuing the outlined intentions and strategies, and what reasons were given 

for that? 

____________________ 

 

The specific methodology adopted to interrogate the documents identified in relation to 

both research aims was grounded theory. That was deemed appropriate, as it is a standard 

approach adopted for the purpose of arriving at generalisations, rather than testing 

hypotheses. The former, rather than the latter, is what was required in relation to the two 

research aims under consideration. There are a number of reasons for that. First, it is a 

methodological approach that is consistent both with interpretivism as the paradigm and 

symbolic interactionism as the theoretical perspective (O’Donoghue, 2018). As such, it was 

appropriate for use as the interest was to study, albeit through documents only, 

understandings in relation to the phenomena investigated and interpreting associated human 

conduct (Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills & Usher, 2013). 
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Adopting a grounded theory approach to document analysis made it possible as well to 

develop generalisations where none existed already on the topics and situations investigated. 

Moreover, by committing to the insistence of those who espouse the approach that there be a 

continuous collection of interview data, the researcher was able to progressively verify the 

evolving generalisations. A grounded theory methodology also posits that data collection, 

data analysis and the development of generalisations are closely intertwined. 

 

The present researcher also committed to the mode of analysis associated with a 

grounded theory research approach that distinguishes the latter from other methodological 

approaches. What is being referred to here, is the insistence that the researcher engage in 

coding data from the moment that data gathering commences. That process can then serve as 

a foundation for further data collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Punch & 

Oancea, 2014). 

 

The Interpretivist Paradigm, the Critical Theory Paradigm and the Third Aim 

 

The third research aim, it will be recalled, was to engage in an interpretivist analysis of the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals text. To be a little more clear, that was a 

two-step process. First, each of the component parts of what constitutes a set of perspectives 

was identified in the text through the use of open coding to analyse it in order to generate 

themes. Those themes were then interrogated in terms of the key questions asked by critical 

theorists. 

 

For the first part of the analysis, the exact same approach to that used in relation to the 

first two research aims was used. That led to the framework relating to what constitutes a 

perspective or set of perspectives being detailed as follows: 
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1. What are the intentions of policy makers that are outlined in the Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals text, and what reasons are given for having 

them? 

2. What strategies are outlined in the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals text for principals to use in realising their intentions, and what reasons 

are given for having them? 

3. What, according to the a Australian Professional Standard for Principals text is 

the significance that principals should attach to the intentions proposed and the 

associated strategies, and what reasons are given for that? 

4. What outcomes are outlined in the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals text indicating what principals should expect from pursuing the 

outlined intentions and strategies, and what reasons are given for that? 

The exposition generated from the responses to the many questions that, in turn, arose from 

the analysis guided by the above framework was then subjected to a critical theory analysis. 

 

At no stage was there any intention to engage in what might be termed a ‘full-blown’ 

critical theory study of the phenomenon under investigation. At the same time, a long 

standing “concern with how things had come to be the way they are” and a “concern with the 

wider truth or validity” (How, 2003, p. 3) is central in the thinking of those who espouse a 

critical theory approach in their research projects. That position allows them to seek to 

illuminate differences between appearance and reality, expose hegemonic power structures, 

and highlight the “disjunction between ostensible claims and what actually happens” (How, 

2003, p. 5). It also involves engaging in much more than just criticism: it has emancipatory 

aspirations to improve equity, notwithstanding, what has been said by detractors such as 

Moore (2007, p. 33) who argued that power asymmetries are simply unavoidable. Thus, 
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critical theory has a role to play in bringing to the surface, and advocating for the reduction 

of, such inequalities. 

 

What is required then, by those who espouse the critical theory paradigm, is that they 

engage in critical reflection. The present author, while, as indicated already, did not engage in 

a critical theory study per se, did try to adopt such a position in his thinking in relation to the 

third research question. On that, however, a cursory look at the literature on ‘reflection’ 

reveals however, that it is a term which has a great range of meanings and has been 

appropriated to serve any number of prevailing ideologies (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2017). In the hands of some theorists, the act of reflection is rife with political implications. 

Thus, one needs to be careful not to use it simply as a slogan where it may serve comfortably 

as an aim for any and all types of analysis. 

 

The related position that informed the present author as he addressed his third research 

question is that of Van Manen (1977). His notion of ‘levels of reflectivity’ accommodates a 

diversity of viewpoints with respect to reflection. It also provides a useful framework of 

language, concepts and practices for examining education policy documents. Level One is 

concerned with ‘technical rationality.’ The primary emphasis at this level, is on the efficient 

and effective application of education knowledge for the purpose of attaining given ends. To 

reflect on policy documents in that regard at this level, is to question the appropriateness of 

various proposed courses of action but not to enquire about purpose. 

 

Level Two of Van Manen’s model is that of the rather peculiarly named ‘practical 

reflection.’ It involves the clarification of the assumptions that are meant to be the basis of 

practical action. The interest is with the moral, ethical and value considerations in the 
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educational enterprise. To reflect on policy documents at this level, requires that one be 

concerned with deciding the worth of proposed education goals and experiences. 

 

Level Three of Van Manen’s model is that of ‘critical reflection.’ To reflect on policy 

documents at this level, is to consider how proposed education goals and practices may be the 

result of structural forces and constraints at work in various aspects of society. That 

necessitates engagement in critique of domination and of repressive forms of authority by 

asking such central questions as the following: What is the significance of regularities 

identified in the text? Are there any contradictions? Whose interests are served by the nature 

of the text? Whose interests are denied by the nature of the text? These questions, while not 

explicitly addressed during the study and in this write, were at all times informing the 

approach of the present writer when interrogating documents, and especially those that relate 

to the third research aim. 

 

The Central Documents that were Interrogated 

The central documents interrogated each time in relation to each research aim are as follows; 

  

The central documents that were interrogated in relation to the first research aim 

 

 Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c), 

 documents pertaining to the selection of principals,  

 the Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), and 

 the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework (Department of Education [DoE], 

2021a), 
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The central documents that were interrogated in relation to the second research aim 

 

 Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c), 

 documents pertaining to the selection of principals, 

 the Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), and 

 the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework (DoE, 2021a), 

 

The central documents that were interrogated in relation to the third research aim 

 

 Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c), 

 documents pertaining to the selection of principals, 

 the Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), and 

 the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework (Department of Education,2021a), 

 

Positionality of the Researcher 

Insider research is defined as research undertaken by members of organisational systems and 

communities on their own organisations (Adler & Adler, 1987). The present researcher was a 

principal employed in a Level 5 Independent Public School located in the North Metropolitan 

Education Region of Perth, Western Australia, at the time the reported study was conducted. 

That was valuable, as it meant that he was familiar with the history and context of the sites 

and the personnel to whom the policy documents analysed related (Smyth & Holian, 2008). 

At the same time, it presented him with dilemmas, questions and decisions related to the 

research, as well as to his usual organisational role. 

 

He was heartened by the observation of Punch and Oancea (2014) that the insider 

researcher’s positionality is not inherently disadvantageous since, to some extent, all 

researchers approach their projects from this position. Also, Smyth and Holian (2008) 
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proposed that a researcher should engage in ongoing and transparent monitoring. They added 

that this practice should be built into research design. The researcher of the reported study 

embraced all of the positions detailed above. As a result, early and ongoing identification and 

management of assumptions and issues that could have undermined the study’s credibility 

were anticipated. 

 

The Trustworthiness of the Study 

As the study reported later was conducted within the research paradigm of interpretivism, the 

criteria of the interpretivist were used to try to ensure its trustworthiness. The principles of 

such criteria have to do with the authenticity of the data collected from the participants and 

the extent to which a reader can have confidence in the outcomes of the study (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). These criteria are transferability, dependability, credibility and confirmability, 

and each is now considered in turn, following a consideration of the positionality of the 

researcher. 

 

Transferability 

Transferability, or external validity as it is also termed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), refers to 

the extent to which the results of a study undertaken in one context are confirmed by, or are 

applicable to, another context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thick description is one way of 

seeking transferability. As Punch (2009) notes, the descriptions of the phenomenon being 

studied need to capture and convey the full picture of a situation so that a reader obtains a 

holistic and comprehensive picture of the project in its context. Thus, the level of description 

needs to be of such a standard that a reader is able to judge the extent of the study’s 

transferability to different settings, people, situations and times from those described in the 

data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Transferability in this study in the sense outlined above was possible because the nature 

and quantity of the documents studied facilitated the production of rich data policy 

developments leading up to the publications of the Australian Institute for Teaching and 

School Leadership’s Australian Professional Standard for Principals. That, in turn, meant it 

was possible to provide thick description in presenting the analysis of the data. Many direct 

quotations are used in the reporting in later chapters. 

 

Dependability 

The notion of the dependability of a study relates to the rigour that is connected to the 

consistency of the results (Guba, 1981). Establishing an audit trail is a usual approach used to 

achieve it. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), that should contain enough detail that 

readers and future researchers are able to follow the study’s processes to the conclusions 

presented in the study. 

 

Along with the files containing the policy documents analysed, others were also created 

to provide an audit trail. Some contain notes, comments and observations added by the 

researcher to the copies of the documents, thus providing “a first-hand account of the 

processes involved in doing the research” (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays, 2008, p. 236). 

Analytical files were also created. Those include “reflective notes on the questions asked in 

the course of the research and ideas emerging from the data” (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays, 

2008, p. 244). The notes were produced to “generate insightful propositions … and to 

develop, refine and reformulate questions asked” (Minichiello et al., 2008, p. 245). The files 

are available so that other researchers may consult them if they wish to confirm the data. 
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Credibility 

The notion of the credibility of a study’s results relates to developing rapport with, and the 

trust of, participants through immersion in aspects of a study’s setting, along with speaking 

with a range of people and developing relationships with participants. All of that can assist 

one in understanding, and in the co-construction of meaning between the researcher and 

participants. It was not a concern for the current researcher, however, as no interviewing was 

undertaken. 

 

Confirmability 

Achieving confirmability requires a clear description of the research process. That, in turn, 

necessitates maintaining records of the design of the research project, descriptions of what 

was done to manage, analyse and report data during the data collection and analysis process, 

and explicit reporting of the results. An audit trail is the most transparent process for 

achieving all of that. On this, Minichiello, Aroni and Hays (2008, p. 187) claimed that a full 

audit trail is required to provide “access to raw data, the data reduction and analysis products 

such as theoretical diaries as well as work related notes about theories about data, the process 

and products of data synthesis (definitions, themes, findings), (and) process notes 

(methodological procedures)”. All of these issues were attended to during the conduct of the 

study. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an outline of the research design of the study. First, the research 

approach, including the use of the paradigm of interpretivism and the related theoretical 

position of symbolic interactionism, were discussed. Secondly, the research design proper, 

including matters pertaining to the central research aims, were described. Thirdly, the 

methods of data collection and analysis used in the study were outlined. Finally, the 

procedures used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study reported were explained. 

Generalisations arrived at are now outlined in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

1890 TO 1970 

Introduction 

In order to locate the role and standards expected of school principals historically in relation 

to other key personnel involved in education, this chapter considers the developments that 

occurred within Australia and, more notably, Western Australian from the late 1800s through 

to late 1970s. The exposition is in four parts. Part one outlines broad developments in 

Australian society generally, as well as developments in schooling and curriculum nationally 

and in Western Australia over the period. Part two outlines the structure and organisation of 

the Education Department in Western Australia during the period. The third part considers 

the role of the inspectors and superintendents of schools. Finally, the role of the principal, 

including the standards expected of him or her up to the point at which the Western 

Australian State authorities began considering devolving much of the power and authority of 

the Education Department to the local and schools’ level was detailed. 

 

Broad Developments 

The constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia is based on the British convention of 

responsible government and American federalism. Under it, the nation’s six disparate 

colonies became States and were assigned specified powers. Enumerating those, and 

balancing the rights of the smaller States and the more populous ones, led to much protracted 

debate. Further, it was not until 1909 that national parliamentarians formed three political 

parties: ‘Protectionists’, ‘Free Trade’, and ‘Labour’ (later changed to Labor), but none 

commanded a majority. Later, the first two merged to form the ‘Commonwealth Liberal 

Party’ that was very much a conservative party.  

 



88 

In the early decades, a consensus of manufacturing interests, protectionists and 

organised working classes constituted the nation’s social, industrial and political framework. 

(Greenwood, 1955; Macintyre, 2009; McMullin, 1991; Matthews & Whitehead, 2019; 

Younger, 1969). An economic and social crisis of the early 1930s however, strained the 

young nation’s democratic institutions with both political sides becoming suspicious of each 

other’s motives. Further, a split in the Australian Labor Party in 1931 led to the formation of 

the United Australia Party (UAP), consisting of economically conservative Labor members. 

Later, it merged with the Nationalist Party that won a landslide victory in the Federal election 

of the same year. That majority conservative government remained in office until the 

Australian Labor Party came to power in 1941 

 

During the second half of the 19
th

 century, the Colonial governments in Australia took 

an active part in shaping economic expansion. Over time too, governments became more 

centralised and increasingly confident that their members should be the principal decision-

makers on economic activity (Ville & Withers, 2015; Wilson, 2015). They guided the raising 

of capital, the attracting of labour, the provision of services and the promotion of direct 

ownership of resources and production. The associated ‘colonial socialism’ complemented 

private sector activity and continued into the 20
th

 century. (Aitken, 1959; Butlin, 1959; 

Wilson, 2015). 

 

It was not until the mid-1930s that economic recovery began with improved export 

sales and manufacturing activity. Nevertheless, in 1939, the country was unprepared for war. 

(Darian-Smith, 2013). At the same time, the latter brought economic growth (Darian-Smith, 

2013) as the national government adopted a highly planned economy that resulted in rapid 

industrialisation, and a reorganisation of economic and government industries. 
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The era immediately after World War 2 was one of optimism. Australian trade, in 

particular, benefitted from a revival in world trade and investment and from a sharing in new 

technologies. However, an aversion to external debt and rationing continued (Butlin & 

Schedvin, 1977; Macintyre, 2009; Spaull, 1982). 

 

Soon, Cold War and anti-communist views came to influence Australia’s foreign 

policy. In response, a framework for strategic and defence cooperation with New Zealand and 

the United States was established through the ANZUS Treaty in 1951 to protect the security 

of the Pacific through military co-operation (Watt, 1970). The post-war national government 

also went on to sustain the economic momentum achieved, backed by a determined 

pursuance of full employment nationally (Keating, 2015; Ville & Withers, 2014). Moreover, 

technical schools and universities provided skills training for ex-servicemen. 

 

The Menzies national government, which held power in Australia from 1949 – 1966, 

promoted an exceptionally large immigration program, especially for ‘displaced persons’ in 

Europe, that called for public investment in infrastructure. Soon, private investment and 

foreign capital inflows, buoyed by tariff-protected manufacturing and domestic industry, also 

expanded rapidly (Keating, 2015). Additionally, against a background of shifts in global 

power and the unwinding of existing preferential trade agreements with Britain, the 

Australian conservative government in 1957 launched a trade treaty with Japan that resulted 

in the growth of Australian exports of coal, iron ore and mineral resources (Brett, 2013). 

Mechanisation also released blue-collar workers to the office-bound workforce and the 

services sector grew. 
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The steadily growing economy and full employment of the 1950s increased home 

ownership and supplied an expanding range of affordable consumer goods across Australia. 

Equitable access to housing promoted family and social stability and a lifestyle that was 

characterised as “the Australian way of life” or the “Australian Dream” (Brett, 2013, p. 124). 

Further, European migrants started to assimilate into Australian society. Migrant men also 

transformed the manufacturing workforce in car and white goods’ factories, while migrant 

women found work in the clothing, footwear and textiles industries (Hyams & Bessant, 

1972). Over all of the period, education change also took place. 

 

In Britain, Europe and America during the First World War and after, there was 

widespread interest in the notion that education could improve the lives of individuals and 

society (Hyams & Bessant, 1972). In Australia, primary school education by the early 1900s, 

was still termed ‘elementary education’ and was still largely influenced by British 

developments. It was based on a humanist-realist curriculum, emphasising English, 

mathematics, history/civics, geography, nature study, hygiene, home science, manual 

training, needlework and physical education. Further, most children left school at the end of 

their primary schooling. Nevertheless, in the years leading up to World War One, 

governments in the nation’s various States turned their attention to expanding secondary 

school education under their jurisdiction, along with introducing junior technical schools, 

commercial schools, domestic science schools, agricultural schools, and academic high 

schools. 

 

Entry to post primary education was governed by academic merit as determined by 

performance in public examinations that provided some coordination between State, Catholic 

and other schools. In the state and private high schools there was teaching of English, English 
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literature, history, mathematics, science, ancient and modern languages, some commercial 

subjects and geography (Barcan, 2007; Campbell & Proctor, 2014; Lushey, 1932). 

Vocational courses were also prominent in State secondary schools. Nevertheless, by the late 

1920s, schooling beyond primary school level was experienced only by a minority. Indeed, 

Campbell and Sherington (2006, p. 33) observed that “few young people in the Australia of 

the 1920s and 1930s, including the rural areas, saw their way into a secondary school of any 

kind.” 

 

The Australian Broadcasting Commission was founded in 1932 and soon introduced 

school broadcasts. Its high quality material went some way towards making up for the low 

quality of teachers. In addition, textbooks were now being written by Australians and 

published locally, although British and American education influences were also strong 

(Musgrave, 1979). 

 

By the late 1930s, schooling in Australia comprised a mix of government, Catholic and 

other non-government schools, with three quarters of all students enrolled in government 

schools. Further, the education ladder fashioned in most of the nation’s states by 1913 was 

still in place (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). In theory, it was meant to help those children in the 

State systems deemed to have talent to proceed from infant grades to primary school, on to 

academic secondary schools, and then to university or teachers’ college and the professions. 

Technical schools were oriented towards technical colleges and skilled trades, and post-

primary schools were deemed to be for ‘less academic’ students. In reality, however, what 

was envisaged only applied to an elite few, as most children still stayed in primary school 

only until the minimum leaving age of 14 and then moved into the working world. 
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While some State ministers of education called for Commonwealth Government 

support for technical education, the national government firmly resisted it, mainly because 

education was a State responsibility. Moreover, during the 1930s economic depression, 

funding, a “function given so low a priority as education” (Musgrave, 1979, p. 66), was not 

encouraged. Relatedly, by 1938, the six universities in Australia were only teaching about 

12,000 undergraduates. 

 

During the post-World War Two years, according to Campbell and Sherington (2006, 

p. 67), the advent of the comprehensive school seemed to herald the introduction of the 

“wave of the future”. A ‘progressive’ school campaign that had developed in Australia during 

the Great Depression years re-emerged between 1943 and 1945 and became part of a larger 

movement of planning for post-war social and economic reconstruction. Demand grew for 

providing universally accessible government secondary schools and a broadening of the 

curriculum to cater for all students (Campbell, 2014; Kass, 2019; Spaull, 1982). 

 

Supporters now began to view schools as constituting a powerful social instrument by 

which both education and social objectives could be realised. Experimental comprehensive 

schools were established in Tasmania from 1956 and were deemed successful in that student 

retention was increased in Western Australia from the early 1950s, government committees 

of inquiry also recommended that the existing government high schools be reorganised as 

comprehensive high schools (Barcan, 2007; Campbell, 2014). 

 

The most publicised review of secondary school education in Australia was that of a 

New South Wales committee chaired by that State’s Director-General of education, H. S. 

Wyndham. Its members deliberated from 1953 and reported in 1957 (Campbell & Proctor, 



93 

2014). The resultant Wyndham scheme (Wales & Wyndham, 1957) echoed the Western 

Australian model already being implemented. It was based on the committee’s 

recommendation that, upon completion of their primary schooling, all students should 

proceed to a post-primary school without having to sit a qualifying examination, that 

secondary school education be extended from five years to six years, that a comprehensive 

course for the first four years of secondary schooling consist of general education comprising 

English, social studies, science, mathematics, music, art, craft, physical and health education, 

plus elective subjects, and that a further two year course offer a preparation for university 

matriculation (Campbell, 2014; Hyams & Bessant, 1972). 

 

Cecil Andrews had been appointed the Permanent Head of the Education Department in 

the State of Western Australia back in 1903, having previously served as foundation principal 

of the Teachers’ Training College at Claremont (Mossenson, 1972). While working to 

establish metropolitan high schools, he also modified syllabi on several occasions. The main 

changes he introduced were to place a greater emphasis than previously on health and 

physical education, the use of Montessori methods, and the teaching of nature study and 

science at primary and secondary school level (Mossenson, 1972). 

 

During the 1920s, the Catholic schools also adopted the State syllabi in many subjects 

(Mossenson, 1972). However, as in all of the States, efforts to further broaden the secondary 

school curriculum were inhibited by the influence of the University of Western Australia-

controlled public examinations that dominated courses of study, especially for those in the 

senior years of schooling. Indeed, this control remained the chief influence on the secondary 

school curriculum here and across the nation during the interwar years (Hyams & Bessant, 

1972). 
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Overall, the secondary school curriculum provided for the offering a broad general 

education, as well as commercial, industrial and domestic courses. For those studying for the 

Junior Certificate examination, the course included English, mathematics (including algebra, 

geometry, arithmetic), physics, chemistry, history, geography, French, Latin, Greek, drawing, 

commerce and carpentry. The Leaving Certificate curriculum included English, mathematics 

(including algebra, geometry, trigonometry), applied mathematics, physics, chemistry, 

biology, history, geography, French and Latin (Rankin, 1926). 

 

During the Second World War, the State Director of Education, Murray Little, 

developed a scheme, previously floated by him in the 1930s, to reform and expand secondary 

school education in which future State secondary schools would be coeducational multilateral 

high schools. An impetus now for establishing such a school was also the rising secondary 

school student population. A particular proposal was that the Junior Certificate course would 

be abolished and be replaced with a core curriculum complemented by a wide selection of 

optional subjects for the lower school secondary years (Western Australian Education 

Department, 1947). 

 

Little’s director of schools, Dr T. L. Robertson, was in total agreement with the latter 

proposal, having previously campaigned for secondary school education reform based on 

what he saw during his overseas travels and observations as a Carnegie Fellow and while 

engaged in his doctoral research at the University of London in the late 1930s. In 1945, he 

was appointed by Little to prepare a plan for the implementation of his multilateral high 

school scheme (Tully, 2002). Two years later, the reorganisation of secondary school 

education was announced (Education Department, 1947). Central schools in urban areas now 
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became known as ‘three-year high schools’ and had staffing, equipment, buildings, grounds 

and financing of a comparable standard with the ‘five-year high schools’. Additionally, the 

larger combined primary/secondary schools in rural areas were reclassified as ‘junior high 

schools’. Those developments came at “the midpoint of an education reform movement 

unlike anything before it in Western Australia” (Tully, 2002, p. 71). Relatedly, a 

superintendent of secondary school education was created in 1948 to supervise the secondary 

school service comprising the five-year high schools, the three-year high schools, the 

agricultural schools and the secondary classes in the junior high schools (Bradshaw, 1953). 

 

By the 1950s also, Western Australia, as with the other States, enjoyed prosperous 

economic conditions and an improved standard of living. The nation’s immigration program 

stimulated its economy, with migrants adding to a high birth rate and producing a marked 

increase in the school population that forced the State government to eventually expand 

provision of schooling, and particularly secondary schooling (Mossenson, 1972). In 1951, the 

newly appointed director of education, Dr T. L. Robertson, also introduced changes to the 

administrative structure of the Department of Education in the form of an enlarged 

centralised, hierarchical organisation (White, 1999). The primary, secondary and technical 

education branches were renamed ‘divisions’ and a new division of teacher training was 

added. Each of these divisions had its own superintendent (Tully, 2002). 

 

The divisions were supported by ‘branches’ entitled ‘research, recruitment and 

personnel’, ‘commonwealth activities’, ‘visual education’, ‘curriculum research’, ‘guidance 

and handicapped children’, ‘youth and physical education’, ‘home science’, and ‘manual 

training’. Each branch was managed by a specialist superintendent supported by teams of 

advisory teachers. The role of district inspectors was also changed. Those individuals were 
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recast as ‘district superintendents’, this nomenclature further indicating American influences 

(Mossenson, 1972). 

 

Changes in the classification of all schools and changes in nomenclature for teaching 

positions were also announced (Western Australia Education Department, 1953). Robertson 

further instituted arrangements over the next few years that led to an increase in the number 

of trainee teachers in the state and to an improvement in their preparation. Those 

developments and the introduction of higher salaries, led to a rapid increase in the number of 

teachers employed by the Department of Education (Mossenson, 1972). 

 

At that time also, there was a view that schools would be obliged to adapt to the 

changing nature and needs of adolescent students. The superintendent of secondary 

education, Victor Box, who chaired a Department of Education committee to consider the 

reorganisation of secondary school education in the State (the ‘Box Committee’ 1952-1954) 

expressed the following view on that: 

He (sic) is becoming more individualistic in pattern than in his earlier years, more 

independent in thought. He commences to question authority, to seek reasons for what 

he sees around him, to distinguish between what he considers is right and what is 

wrong. In short he is no longer willing to accept the judgment of others - of his 

parents, his teachers and of others in authority in his expanding world, but at the same 

time he becomes increasingly sensitive to the ideas and pattern of his fellow 

teenagers. 

The report that eventuated was submitted in 1954 and reiterated the earlier proposals of Little 

and Robertson that existing three- and five-year high schools should be replaced by four-year 

comprehensive schools that would be coeducational and community-based, would enrol 
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students from feeder primary schools in the neighbourhood, and would automatically receive 

students at the end of the year in which they turned 12 years of age. However, a 

recommendation that two-year ‘junior colleges’ leading to university matriculation for those 

who desired it also be established, was not accepted, mainly for financial reasons. A 

recommendation that a Board of Secondary Schools Studies be formed was also postponed. 

 

In 1954, Robertson (1954, p. 14) declared his strong commitment to the comprehensive 

high school ideal, stating: 

Amongst educationists throughout the world there is a growing conviction that a High 

School should embrace all students in its area so that the school population should 

approximate as nearly as possible to the normal community. It is considered wrong 

socially to segregate one type of student from his total age group. Such a 

comprehensive school involves the provision of various courses to suit the needs and 

abilities of the individual students but it provides a richer social environment in which 

he may develop amongst all types of people. 

Soon, three- and five-year high schools began to be constructed in the Perth metropolitan 

area, thereby addressing the great lack of secondary school education provision in the 

metropolitan region that had been ignored by Western Australian governments for half a 

century. 

 

In 1955 the superintendent of curriculum, Dr Walter Neal, revised the recommendation 

of Box’s scheme around the existing three years of lower secondary schooling and two years 

of upper secondary schooling in three- and five-year schools with a minimum enrolment of 

1,000 students (White, 1999). Then, in an effort to complete the emergence of 

comprehensive, coeducational community high schools, Robertson, with Neal as his 
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executive officer, chaired the Secondary Schools Curriculum Committee that met in 1957 and 

1958. The members made recommendations on core and elective subjects, variable student 

progress, cumulative assessment, and course units that would be introduced a number of 

years later (Helm, 1979). Then, in December 1958, the government officially announced that 

the future of secondary school education would be based on the ‘coeducational, community, 

comprehensive’ high school (Western Australia Education Department, 1958). 

 

The Structure and Organisation of the Education 

Department in Western Australia. 

In his address at the official opening of the new headquarters of the State School Teachers’ 

Union of Western Australia, the Governor, Sir Charles Gairdner, commented that there 

seemed to be uncertainty as to the declared aims of State education. There was, he added, an 

urgent need to delineate end-products to give direction to the education system (State School 

Teachers’ Union of Western Australia, 1960). That state of affairs can be attributed partly to 

a certain public and parliamentary apathy towards education and to the lack of participation 

of enlightened members of the public in education policy-making. It was also due partly to 

the bureaucratic position adopted by the professional public service officer appointed to the 

post of Permanent Head of the Education Department. 

 

 The system of State Education that followed the establishment of the Education 

Department of Western Australia in 1893, was widely supported by the local population. 

However, neither the public nor the political parties, gave more than superficial attention to 

the ultimate aims of the policies to be enforced by the Department. Neither did they show any 

strong inclination to participate in policy making. Moreover, comparatively few people 

communicated their views on State education to the press and to their parliamentary 

representative. Indeed, teachers and other State-employed educationists were not permitted to 
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express their views publicly. Consequently, education and education policy were seldom 

deemed to be vital State issues closely associated with ‘the people’. Instead, it was left to the 

Education Department personnel to provide an education system deemed suitable by them to 

meet the needs and requirements of the majority of children in Western Australia (Goddard, 

1992; Haynes, Barrett, Brennan & Brennan, 1976; Horner, 1970,).  

 

Underlying the general apathy shown towards education was over a century’s practice 

of assigning to the central governing authority the mandate of providing social services for 

the whole State. Local government in Western Australia, unlike in England and the United 

States of America, never flourished nor became the source of power in public matters. 

Although Road Board and Shire Council elections did involve participation by the people 

living within their districts, education never became a local political issue, as responsibility 

lay with the District Education Department. A Parents and Citizens’ Federation, comprised 

principally of laymen who showed interest in policy making, existed but it did not constitute 

a body of informed opinion. Independent bodies such as the Public Examination Board, the 

Conference of Independent Schools and the Adult Education Boards did possess more expert 

knowledge. Their influence however, was restricted to representation upon committees, 

where they were frequently outnumbered by Education Department representatives (Haynes 

et al., 1976; Horner, 1970). 

 

A lack of interest in education matters was found also in Parliament. On isolated 

occasions, a member endeavoured to raise a contentious matter only to be appeased by the 

delaying tactics of appointing a parliamentary select committee to investigate the question 

and to make recommendations. Education debate in Parliament usually involved just a series 

of questions of a purely factual or administrative nature. Also, few statements aroused 
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political argument. Indeed, even during elections, vote-catching education policies on such 

matters as consolidation of schools, the development of school hostels, and teacher housing, 

were mentioned in general terms only. The detailed implementation of decisions became the 

responsibility of the Permanent Head of the Department, assisted by a nucleus of professional 

officers who formed a Superintendents’ Institute (Walkington, 1965). 

 

Traditionally, the Education Department of Western Australia was non-partisan. That 

helped to maintain continuity of the education system over and above the fluctuating fortunes 

of the numerous ministers for education. As in other Australian states, the institution came to 

be regarded as the repository of power and continuity in the field of education. That situation 

prevailed despite the fact that, in theory, the government and the minister for education 

determined education policies which the Permanent Head of the Department, as a public 

service employee, was required to implement. The ministerial dependence upon public 

service officials for maintenance of the State education system thus meant a transfer of policy 

making to senior Department officers. 

 

Because of the anonymity which they had to preserve, department officers were not 

able to participate in public and political debates on education. Early State directors of 

education were left to their own devices by ministers for education, who were rarely qualified 

to develop education policy. They were motivated primarily by the need to develop literacy 

through a system of compulsory education and by the demands for an efficient and economic 

system in return for the expenditure of public monies. 

 

As Western Australia progressed, the policy-making powers of the Permanent Head of 

the Department in no way decreased, despite there being an increase in active and direct 
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public interest in education by a relatively small but well organised Parents and Citizens’ 

Federation and the State School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia. Where change 

appeared likely to affect the traditional administrative structures and functioning of the 

Education Department however, the power of senior department officers over policy makers 

made radical changes virtually impossible. 

 

The structural organisation of the education system and the public reliance upon a 

central authority to provide public education within the State restricted the community in 

exercising much influence over education policies. The lack of communication between 

Education Department personal and the people also placed the public on the periphery of the 

education scene, even though, as individuals or as organised bodies, they have the right to 

direct access to the Minister for Education. 

 

The Minister for Education 

When the system of ‘responsible government’ was established in the Colony of Western 

Australia by the Constitution Act of 1890, five principal executive offices were created. 

These positions, filled by Ministers of the Crown, were declared and designed by the 

Governor-in-Council from time to time. However, while the future state achieved self-

governing status at the time, a Department of Education, under a Minister for Education was 

not created immediately. Rather, authority and control of the education system was retained 

by the Central Board of Education established back in 1871, that many politicians believed 

had functioned effectively and that the Premier, J. Forrest, was somewhat unwilling to 

abolish without a direct demand from the people (Horner, 1970) 
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From 1890 to 1893, the Central Board existed as a non-ministerial agency. However, 

the Forrest Government came to address the notion of free and compulsory education, and 

government assistance being given to denominational schools. The need to provide some 

form of secondary education, technical education and teacher training facilities was also 

highlighted. Consequently, there was mounting pressure upon the Government from 

parliamentarians, the press, the public, and educationists, to assume responsibility for 

education affairs. Some advanced the argument that, since the Central Boards of Education 

expended public monies, Parliament, itself responsible to the taxpayers, should exercise 

supervision and control over education expenditure. This view was shared by Central Board 

members who believed that the Board had outlived its usefulness, that it should be abolished, 

and that a Minister for Education should control education in the Colony (Haynes et al., 

1976; Mossenson, 1972). 

 

The Appointment of a Minister for Education followed on from the passage of the 1893 

Amendment to the Elementary Education Act of 1871. When the amendment was introduced, 

first, in the Legislative Council by S.H. Parker, the Colonial Secretary, and again, in the 

Assembly by Premier J. Forrest, the clauses dealing with the abolition of the Board and the 

formation of an Education Department received the full support of members of both houses. 

Because of amending the Act, the Central Board of Education was replaced by the Education 

Department that was not unlike those already in existence in the Eastern Colonies (Goddard, 

1992; Horner, 1970; Walkington, 1965). 

 

A Minister for Education, appointed from the ranks of the governing political party, 

assumed the powers of the Central Board of Education (Elementary Education Act 1871 

(WA) s 4). All property under the control of the Central Board was vested in him or her 
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(Elementary Education Act 1871 (WA) s.5). Unlike the power of appointment to public 

offices, vested in the Governor-in-Council, the appointment of officers liable to retire from 

office on political grounds – such as the Minister for Education - was vested in the Governor 

alone. 

After 1890, with the rise of opposition political parties reflecting divergent views on 

colonial affairs, education, like many other government functions, became increasingly 

political and dependent more and more upon the whims and policies of the governing party.  

The Minister for Education, as part of the machinery of government and as a parliamentary 

representative of his or her party, became unavoidably enmeshed in party education policies 

which one was obliged to implement during one’s term in office. It was important that one 

engaged in party policies because for all actions of the Department, the Minister was held 

accountable, not only to Cabinet and one’s party, but also to the people who kept his party in 

office. 

 

Since the formation of the Education Department in 1893, there have been 50 Ministers 

for Education in Western Australia. Their tenure ranged from a few months to a number of 

years. Under the Australian system of government, the successful candidate at a 

parliamentary election is elected for a period of three years unless the governing party loses 

the confidence of Parliament and is forced to resign. A parliamentarian appointed to 

ministerial and cabinet rank therefore usually holds that portfolio during the life of a 

Parliament and, in so doing, can infuse some policy continuity into the management of one’s 

Department. 

 

Over the decades, there were numerous government reshuffles of portfolios in both 

Labor and non-Labor governments but, because of the relationship between the Minister and 
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his or her party, little interruption to a party’s education policies occurred. Rather, Ministers 

have tended to “rubber-stamp” party policy. Moreover, only limited opportunity has been 

available for introducing and implementing ideas of their own. 

 

Generally, those holding the education portfolio have had a considerable number of 

years of parliamentary experience before achieving ministerial rank. At the same time, very 

few Ministers for Education have had the background or education experience one would 

expect for a basically professional government position. On that, it is significant that section 

224 of the Education Act delegates to the Permanent Head of the Department of Education, 

namely, the Director General of Education, the responsibility for administering the Act 

(Education Act 1999 (WA) s.224). Moreover, while the Act confers legitimate power on the 

Minister for Education for the determination of education policies, in practice it is the 

Director General who fundamentally formulates policies associated with the management of 

the Department of Education. 

 

In Australia more broadly, the choice of a Minister for Education and, in fact, the 

choice of any minister, is restricted to those elected to parliament. The method of choice has 

varied from political party to political party. Inherent in Labor Party politics has been the 

authority of caucus over cabinet in all matters. This principle has been applied to the choice 

of matters for ministerial portfolios. Thus, Labor ministers are elected by exhaustive ballot in 

caucus. As a result, a Premier is relieved of the responsibility of choosing ministers, although 

he or she has the power to allocate the elected ministers to any portfolio he or she wishes. To 

some extent, that traditionally has reduced the authority of the Premier because the elected 

minister has been more dependent more upon his or her relations with caucus and the 

fulfilment of its predetermined policies than upon personal relations with one’s Premier. The 
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concept of party solidarity and party allegiance preclude him or her from following any 

independent course of action (Maclaine, 1975; Marginson, 1993; Mossenson, 1972). 

 

The Country Party, formed in 1913 to represent the rural interests in Western Australia, 

never achieved the parliamentary strength necessary to form a government on its own. It 

formed several coalitions with other parties though, to put non-Labor Governments in office. 

On that, it negotiated for key portfolios in coalition ministries. It used the exhaustive ballot 

method to elect ministers who were then allocated portfolios by the premier. As with the 

Labor Party, ministers and backbenchers were bound by the majority decisions of the party 

executive. 

 

The Liberal Party provided a contrast with the Labor and Country Party practices of 

electing ministers. The Liberal Premier was free to allocate portfolios as he or her pleased. 

The ministers were still bound to the policies worked out by the Party ‘machine’. When 

coalition government joined with the Country Party, most education portfolios were held by 

the Liberal politicians. The Country Party was more interested in having ministerial offices 

more directly associated with the development of rural areas (Berson, 2006; Mossenson, 

1972). 

 

Overall, then, the field from which the Minister for Education was chosen was a 

restricted one, as other portfolios in most ministries had precedence over education. The task 

of the Minister for Education has been further complicated by expanding responsibilities of 

government and the statutory limitations upon the number of ministers who could be 

appointed. That made the grouping of portfolios essential. As a result, ministers for education 

were usually responsible for the administration of at least one other government department. 
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In that way, his or her labours became diversified rather than intensified in the field of state 

education. 

 

The Education Department itself in Western Australia also greatly expanded over the 

decades. That meant that the number of ministerial decisions necessary also increased. In 

later decades too, the number of acts for which the Minister of Education was responsible 

increased noticeably. As a result, he or she was compelled to rely increasingly upon the 

Permanent Head of the Education Department for the administration of legislative matters. 

 

The Permanent Head of the Education Department. 

Over time, the Permanent Head of the Education Department became more important in the 

organisation, management and policymaking within the institution. At the same time, the 

Minister for Education maintained responsibility for every act and every neglect by every 

civil servant in his or her department. He or she too was held answerable to both houses of 

Parliament for the exercise of powers and duties. Moreover, he or she was required to 

explain, justify and defend the actions of Department members. 

 

By virtue of incorporation, the Minister for Education was, in essence, the Education 

Department. Section 3 of the 1893 Elementary Education Act Amendment (Education Act 

1893 (WA) s.3) abolished the incorporated Central Board of Education and constituted the 

Minister as “a body politic and corporate” under the name of the “Minister for Education”. 

Due to that title, the Education Department could sue or be sued, and could accept, take, 

lease, hire, and hold any real or personal property. It was empowered also to grant, alienate 

and convey, sell, assign and discard all such real and personal property. All legal action, 

statutory designations and prerogative powers were in the name of the Minister. 
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The scope of the Minister’s responsibilities increased rapidly following the Second 

World War, when Department expansion to meet the post-War school population was 

matched by the passing of statutes and amendments to the Education Act. The latter gave the 

Minister for Education responsibilities over aspects of education that were previously the 

concern of private or government subsidised bodies. While the new statutes did not lead to 

the creation of additional government departments, the additional responsibilities imposed 

upon the Minister for Education because of these acts, made the task the more onerous. 

Moreover, it made the Minister more dependent than previously upon the Education 

Department Administration, the National Fitness Council, the Council for the Advancement 

of the Junior Farmer’s Movement, the Country High Schools Hostel Authority, and other 

similar bodies that operated for the efficient administration of the act. 

 

Under the Public Service Act, 1904, (Public Service Act (WA) 1904) the position of the 

Permanent Head of the Department was filled when the Public Service Commissioner called 

for applications in the W.A. Government Gazette. That officer then made a recommendation 

to the Governor, who announced an appointment through Order-in-Council. While any 

person could apply for the post of Permanent Head of the Education Department, normally 

recommendations for the position were made in accordance with the Public Service Act and 

the Public Service Regulations. Those usually required that recommendations be made on the 

basis of seniority. If there was no suitable applicant from within the service, the 

Commissioner, after issuing a certificate to that effect, could revert to lateral recruitment of 

persons located outside of the Public Service of Western Australia (Public Service Act (WA) 

1904). 
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From the date of Director Andrew’s retirement in 1928, new Directors of Education 

were appointed from within the senior ranks of the inspectors, who formed part of the 

professional Division of the Education Department. In all cases, however, advertisement for 

the vacancies indicated that, in accordance with the public Service Act, the Commissioner 

exercised his or her right to call for applications from outside the Education Department. On 

that, the statutory provisions permitting lateral recruitment were not invoked until 1951 when, 

upon the retirement of Director M.G. Little, no Department applicant was adjudged suitable 

for the post. It therefore became necessary to fill the position from people employed outside 

of the Service. When the appointment of a non-Public Service Officer was made by the 

Governor-in Council no appeal could lie against the appointee. 

 

The Public Service Regulations specified the duties of the Permanent Head of a 

Department. While minor alterations were made to the regulations from time to time, 

responsibilities following the formation of the Public Service did not change much. The 1964 

Regulations charged the Permanent Head with running the Department efficiently and 

economically. Heavy demands were placed upon the qualities of the officer in question, who 

administered the machinery that managed thousands of teachers in the teaching division. The 

person was responsible for the financial allocations to sub-departments from the annual 

appropriations for education and was required to formulate and initiate policies in a wide 

range of education fields (Horner, 1970). 

 

Continuous emphasis upon the principle of appointment on the basis of seniority, and 

its underlying assumption that the older and longer-experienced person would be the more 

efficient, lessened the importance placed on personal qualities in the selection of department 

heads. Nevertheless, accounts given after directors’ retirement from office made frequent 
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references to the personality qualities they displayed as Permanent Heads of the Education 

Department. In 1935, Public Service Commissioner G.W. Simpson, in describing the 

responsibilities of the Public Service, referred to the important task of initiating and 

suggesting reforms and improvements, of safeguarding finance, and of managing business 

undertakings and professional and scientific activities (Public Sector Commissioner, 1935). It 

was important, he stated, that factors other than seniority should be taken into consideration 

when appointing permanent heads of departments. 

 

Simpson (Public Sector Commissioner, 1935, p. 15) expressed the view that in 

assessing the relative merits of applicants for these senior posts, the following essential 

characteristics had to be borne in mind; 

 Personal qualities… Of leadership in order to get the best out of work staffs under 

them… Able to judge men… To create some atmosphere of enthusiasm for the work in 

hand… Initiative and energy, sound judgment and reliability so that they may will serve 

the minister and the state and also exhibit tact, courtesy, kindness in their personal 

contacts with public bodies and private persons. 

In retrospect, it is evident that past Directors of Education possessed all or many of these 

personal qualities. At the same time, they did not appear to carry great weight in the actual 

process of the selection. 

 

All of the Permanent Heads of the Western Australian Education Department appointed 

after the enactment of the Public Service Act, had extensive experience within the State 

education system. T.L. Robertson, who had been recruited from the Commonwealth Office of 

Education, had broad experience as a headmaster in various grades of State schools. 

Appointments as inspector, senior inspector and chief inspector also provided him with 
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training in education administration, teacher management and teacher evaluation. Others with 

similar experience had developed a knowledge of children and of education needs and 

problems in what was a vast and sparsely settled state. Some also had service in other 

education systems or had gained an intimate knowledge through attendance at conferences 

and through undertaking education visits overseas. 

 

In eras when very few educationists in Western Australia possessed university degrees, 

early directors of education all held bachelor’s degrees and some held a master or doctoral 

degree. The policy of appointing Permanent Heads with high academic qualifications, as well 

as extensive professional experience, continued over the period under consideration. At the 

same time, beyond the administrative experience gained at lower levels, Permanent Heads of 

the Education Department had little opportunity for training in managerial responsibilities. 

 

Premier Wise’s attempt to appoint an Under Secretary for Education in 1937, the 

frequent outcry of ‘value for money’ particularly in Parliament circles, and the intermittent 

criticisms of general and financial management, raised questions about the ability of a 

professional educator to administer a state education department. Unlike most government 

departments, with the possible exception of the Health Department and the Crown Law 

Department, the Education Department was primarily concerned with the professional 

matters. While administration was essential to its functioning, many administrative matters 

had professional implications requiring that decisions be made by an education expert. In that 

respect, the Permanent Head of the Education Department occupied an insular position. Only 

professionally trained colleagues were really in a position to evaluate his or her work. 

Practical training and experience, coupled with academic knowledge, elevated the Director of 

Education to a position of professional autonomy. In both department management and 
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policy-making, the Minister for Education had to place extreme reliance upon the advice and 

decisions of the professional Permanent Head of Department (Berson, 2006; Goddard, 1992; 

Hanes et al.; Horner, 1970; Pritchard, 2000).  

As one moved through a series of promotions preceding appointment to the 

Directorship, the professional Head of Department became more and more removed from the 

teaching profession. At the same time, the expansion of the Education Department 

necessitated the appointment of professional officers to ensure the efficient fulfilment of 

policy. The Permanent Head acted as a manager, coordinating the education activities of 

inspectors and teaching staff engaged in carrying out educational policy. 

 

Part of the role of the Permanent Head was to advise the Minister for Education on the 

formation, modification, execution and evaluation of education policy, and on legislative 

measures to facilitate implementation. As a responsible public servant, it was incumbent upon 

the office holder to implement that policy. In doing so, one ensured that the members of the 

teaching service provided the necessary education for children. It was the teaching body, 

rather than the Head of Department, which fulfilled government policy of providing 

education for the community. 

 

Over many years the Director-General’s contractual responsibilities increased. 

Consequently, the powers and authority of the office holder over State education matters also 

increased. New spheres of education activity extended into areas not contemplated when the 

original Education Act was formulated. Those included native education, the education of 

those long termed handicapped children (Education Act Amendment Act (WA), 1929, 1952), 

the expansion of technical education, constitutional authority over non-government schools 

(Elementary Education Act Amendment Act (WA) 1899), the development of school medical 
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and dental services, and business arrangements with private contractors providing school 

services. Legislation affecting the status of the Junior Farmers Movement, national fitness 

and school hostels in relation to schooling, likewise expanded the responsibilities of the 

Permanent Head.  

 

Western Australia, like other states, witnessed the growth of a specialised and 

diversified education system that, by virtue of its vastness, became difficult for one or two 

senior offices to administer. Divisional Directors of primary, secondary, and technical 

schools of special services, and of teacher training, were appointed, each with the power to 

make decisions within his or her division. Expansion within each division then necessitated 

the appointment of Deputy Directors. This new administrative structure resulted in power 

being distributed to lower level professional officers rather than remain concentrated in the 

hands of one or two administrators (Berson, 2006; Fletcher, 1982; Horner, 1970). 

 

Between the Minister for Education and the Director-General, a series of controls 

developed that could be applied by one upon the other. The Minister’s responsibility was to 

Parliament and the party, that often had a predetermined broad education policy that one had 

to enforce through office. He or she also possessed power to accept or reject the Permanent 

Head’s advice. That power enabled one to ensure that the policy implemented in the 

Education Department was consistent with the ends of one’s party policy. On the other hand, 

the non-political Director-General of Education exercised restraints upon a Minister for 

Education and any perceived ill-considered policy that one might attempt to initiate. 

Constitutionally too, the politically appointed Minister for Education could not dismiss the 

Permanent Head of Education Department. 
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Such public service ‘checks’ were deemed highly desirable in a state where, since the 

foundation of the Education Department, there had been many Ministers for Education and 

only a few Directors of Education. For example, during Andrew’s 26 years as Director of 

Education, no fewer than nine Ministers for Education held the education portfolio in 11 

different Ministries. There were five Ministers for Education after Robertson assumed office 

as Permanent Head in 1951. Thus, the post of Director-General, like that of other Permanent 

Heads, can be viewed as having been a repository of continuity and power, and a position 

essential for the continued efficient and economic functioning of the Education Department. 

 

In Western Australia’s central system of education, there was also very little 

opportunity for public participation in education affairs. There was no machinery to facilitate 

participation in Education Department policy-making. The public, in the main, had come to 

rely upon the government for the provision of an education system. Consequently, there was 

a marked lack of interest on the part of the public and much apathy in parliament towards 

education. 

 

In countries that adopted the British parliamentary system of government, the power of 

political parties and of the treasury were the ultimate determinant of government policies. 

That was true of Western Australia, where the political parties, Treasury and other 

government departments interacted with the state Education Department to influence policy 

formation. Like other Permanent Heads of Departments, the Permanent Head of the 

Education Department of Western Australia emerged from that interaction, with extensive 

power to dominate the formulation of all types of departmental policies. While the political 

parties could direct the adoption of broad policies when in office and the Treasury could veto 
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Department wishes and needs, the Permanent Head possessed great functional importance in 

initiating policies and in getting things done. 

 

A growing dependence upon professional expertise also developed. Overall, education 

came to be seen as specialised and as a scientific process requiring knowledge beyond that 

possessed by lay people. As a result, the status of the Education Department professional 

officers as initiators and determiners of policies became enhanced and assumed bureaucratic 

proportions. Senior civil servants of the Education Department began to determine 

fundamental policy issues. Because of their detachment from the political scene and because 

of an evolving tradition of government by regulations, they showed themselves to be largely 

unresponsive to public demands (Berson, 2006; Goddard, 1992; Horner, 1970; Walkington, 

1965). 

 

The Role of Inspectors and Superintendents 

From 1893, a group of senior professional division officers grew up around the Permanent 

Head of Department to assist in the functioning of the Education Department. Those civil 

servants were the inspectors and superintendent of schools and were normally appointed from 

within the ranks of the teachers to assist in the fulfilment of education policy and the 

maintenance of economy and efficiency within the Department. They were responsible for 

teacher inspection and assessment and for advising teachers on carrying out their duties. 

Collectively, they constituted a professional body with potential policy-making ability 

because of their familiarity with, and closeness to, the practical needs of day-to-day teaching. 

Specifically regarding Western Australia, inspectors were recruited from four main sources: 

from the heads of primary and secondary schools, senior officers within teachers colleges, 

teachers with senior promotional positions within secondary schools, and the upgrading of 
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those holding advisory postings. All also had to have a degree (Horner, 1970; Maclaine, 

1975; Pritchard, 2000; Walkington, 1965). 

 

Superintendents were appointed through competitions held within the service. They 

were, however, a product of the Department’s promotional system. Most had already risen to 

the position of school principal through their efficiency and their own proven administrative 

and managerial abilities. Each had a background of efficient service, of experience in dealing 

with education problems, and of administration within diverse areas across the State. They 

also had knowledge of pupil development and growth. 

 

A hierarchical relationship existed between the Permanent Head, senior officers, and 

the inspectors. Over the years, and in particular from the appointment of Robertson as 

Permanent Head in 1951, limited decentralisation of administrative powers had taken place 

with the re-organisation of the professional officers of the Education Department. That re-

organisation became necessary because of the rapid post-War expansion of public education 

with its consequent demands on the Permanent Head of Department. 

 

The Department reorganisation was initiated in 1947 with the appointment of 

Divisional Superintendents who, in 1959, were renamed Directors of Primary and Secondary 

Education. It was followed by the appointment of a Deputy Director of Education in 1957 

and of Directors of Teacher Training and Special Services in 1959. Further appointments of 

Deputy Divisional Directors were also made as the size of the divisions increased. Their 

tasks, like those of the Deputy Director General, were primarily administrative and 

managerial, rather than policy-making. At the lower level of the District Superintendents, 

were the Superintendent of High Schools and the Superintendent of such Special Subject 
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Fields as art and craft, music, manual training, home science and visual education. These 

superintendents had little time or opportunity to participate directly in policy formation. 

 

Back in 1916, at the instigation of the Director of the Education Department, inspectors 

were formed into an institute of Inspectors of Schools to discuss matters affecting the 

education policy of the state. It had a written constitution but it was not a corporate body and 

it functioned only through, and at the behest of, the Permanent Head of Department. It 

appointed its own Executive, consisting of a president, vice president, secretary, treasurer, 

minutes secretary, immediate past president, and three or four elected members from the 

various Education Department divisions. The Executive came together to finalise details and 

determine actions for the implementation of recommendations made by the full Institute. 

Thus, it achieved a corporate identity despite the professional diversity of its membership 

(Education Department of Western Australia [DETWA], 1959; Haynes et al., 1976; Horner, 

1970; Maclaine, 1975; Pritchard, 2000). 

 

In its 1959 report, the Boyer Committee, whose members investigated the 

Commonwealth Public Service, reported two distinguishable elements in Department 

administrative work. Those were described as policy advising, which was the function of the 

senior administrators and management personnel. The function of the lower order officers 

was to manage and coordinate the activities required to fulfil policy (Boyer, 1959). The 

distinction between those two roles was seen in the administrative re-organisation that 

accompanied the limited decentralisation of duties and responsibilities that took place after 

1950. For instance, when the Public Service Commissioner appointed a Divisional Director 

of Teacher Training, the appointee was required to “advise the Director [of Education] on all 

matters pertaining to the training of teachers,” in addition to managing his or her division. 
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Similarly, the appointee to the position of Divisional Director of Special Services was 

required to “advise as to the special education facilities group as ‘Special Services’” (Haynes 

et al., 1976). At a later date, when the Deputy Directors in the Primary, Secondary and 

Technical Divisions were appointed, they relieved the Directors of much managerial work. 

That enabled the latter to concentrate on policy formulation. 

 

No separate publications of inspector’s function were produced before 1959. However, 

instructions to inspectors and their duties were defined periodically in such Department 

publications as the Annual Reports of the Education Department, the Government Gazette, 

the Education Department Regulations and the Department’s circulars to superintendents. 

Efficient policy implementation rather than policy formation was considered the general task 

of inspectors and the Institute. Nevertheless, collective influence upon policy occurred in an 

indirect manner. In the case of the District Superintendents and High School Superintendents, 

it was confined principally to the collection of information and to knowledge of pupil and 

teacher reactions within the diverse environment where State education was provided 

(DETWA, 1959). 

 

While no qualifications of any kind were stipulated in the advertisements for the 

appointment of Superintendents of Secondary Education, most were school principals with at 

least one academic degree. In later years, some appointments of younger individuals of high 

academic standing and with outstanding teaching records were made. Each superintendent 

was appointed in a particular subject area, although one was sometimes required to assist 

teachers of other subject areas. No engagement in formal training was expected before 

appointment or after appointment. The usual practice across Australia of giving a brief period 

of induction at appointment was followed. Appointees had to rely upon attendance at 
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conferences and contact with informal agencies for further professional development 

(Berson, 2006; McKenzie, 1987; Rankin 1926). 

 

The duties of Superintendents of Secondary Schools were defined in the Department’s 

regulations. They included advising and assisting teachers, and making themselves available 

when possible for consultation and discussion, evaluating the work of a school and indicating 

whether it was adequately meeting Department requirements as a whole and in particular 

fields of instruction, and assessing the efficiency of Department teachers. Where possible too, 

superintendents were required to pay at least two visits to each school every year and at least 

one of those had to be an advisory visit. An annual report had to be written on every primary 

and secondary school (both government and private) in the State. 

 

The duties performed by the Secondary School Superintendents in Western Australia 

were administrative, supervisory and advisory. Regarding the administrative duties, 

superintendents influenced the formation of Department policy through their reports and the 

specialist expert experience and advice they gave. They helped to communicate and interpret 

Department policy for teachers and encouraged the teachers to accept that policy. Because 

they had direct contact with teachers, superintendents were one avenue by which teachers’ 

views were communicated to the central administration, although officially only the 

executive of the teachers’ union could express them. As specialists, superintendents often 

also gave advice on the need for new buildings and their design, and on equipment and staff 

requirements. They could recommend the transfer of teachers to meet school or Department 

needs, and could recommend and guide the introduction and development of new courses and 

syllabi (Neal, 1979). 
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In their supervisory roles, superintendents undertook the inspection of secondary 

schools and reported on the efficiency of the teaching in the particular subjects for which they 

were responsible. They assessed the professional adequacy of all teachers, as well as the 

promotional potential of some. In their advisory role, they advised individual teachers where 

necessary, helped senior school staff members to assist teachers, and stimulated the 

professional development of the teachers. 

 

J.H. Barton, Deputy-Director of Secondary Education, in an address to the Western 

Australian chapter of the Australian College of Education on 30
th

 October, 1963, emphasised 

that a pattern of advisory work by secondary school superintendents had been conditioned by 

the time available. Their main approach, he held, was to help senior teachers in charge of 

subject departments and school administrators who were often relatively young and 

inexperienced teachers who had received rapid promotion in an expanding service. They also 

continued to advise individual teachers, sometimes directly and sometimes in consultation 

with the principal or senior master concerned. Depending upon circumstances, such as the 

seriousness of the need, advice was given verbally or in writing. While they were not 

compelled to do so, superintendents were encouraged also to contribute essays to professional 

journals as part of the work of enthusing teachers. 

 

Superintendents had to assess the efficiency of all teachers according to an eleven-point 

scale in each of four categories. The resulting total mark was called the teacher’s efficiency 

mark. No distinction was made between marks given to classroom teachers, senior masters, 

deputy principals or principals. In 1955, there was an attempt to change the system to a 

completely verbal assessment, but continued opposition from the SSTUWA frustrated those 

attempts. Barton stated that only the first term in each year was available for purely advisory 
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visits, as the rest of the year had to be devoted to assessing teachers. This suggests that 

approximately 50 days per year were available for helping teacher and 125 days were given 

over to assessment tasks. The rest of the year was spent in administrative tasks. 

The Education Department emphasised that the superintendents acted as a team, despite 

being specialists in their particular fields. As a team, they combined the experience of older 

members with more recent scholarship of younger ones, administrative and classroom 

experience, oversaw study and local research, and supervision of staff and teacher training 

experience of both administrators and lectures in the teachers colleges. Their combined 

experience encompassed teaching in primary schools, high schools, universities, and 

teachers’ colleges (Haynes et al., 1976). 

 

The Department of Education regulations stipulated that the superintendents were free 

to employ whatever procedures they deemed necessary to form an accurate estimate of the 

effectiveness of teaching and to evaluate the work of the school. The regulations offered 

further guidance and suggested that they devote a considerable proportion of their visits to 

observing the ‘ordinary’ work at the school in order to become acquainted with its 

governance and organisation structures. In the course of assessing, they also considered the 

way the school was governed, the social development of the students, the conditions of the 

buildings, furniture and grounds, and the part that children played in caring for them. 

 

The superintendents divided school supervision into three areas in relation to the 

context of the school they were assessing: the administration of the school, the advising of 

young teachers, and assessment. Prior to their visits, a school’s principal was notified of the 

intended itinerary, teachers prepared copies of their timetables, a summary of the subjects 

taught, and student numbers in each class. The principal provided a summary of the school’s 
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results in public examinations. Thus, the superintendent was able to see the overall 

organisation of the school and to assess academic progress across a school year. Considerable 

discussions were also usually undertaken with the principal regarding any perceived 

problems and achievements across their school community (DETWA, 1959; Horner, 1970; 

Maclaine, 1975; Neal 1979; Pritchard, 2000). 

 

During both advisory and assessment visits, superintendents spent considerable time in 

classrooms observing teachers at work. While in classrooms, they usually examined samples 

of students’ workbooks and teachers’ personal programs of work. He or she then made an 

evaluation of the teacher’s efficiency and provided any necessary advice for increasing 

effectiveness in the classroom. If superintendents identified any serious deficiency during 

their visits, they discussed it with the principal and deputy principal, as well as with the 

individual teacher. In that discussion, the superintendent outlined the improvements deemed 

necessary and the changes which should be made in order for improvement to occur. 

 

The regulations provided that principals should be assessed in each of the following 

areas; directing influence, control, teaching skill and organising capacity: according to an 11 

point scaling range from weak to excellent. For the purpose of promotion and salary grading, 

a numerical value was assigned to the degree of efficiency in each of these areas, and the total 

was called an efficiency mark. No definition was given as to what was meant by ‘directing 

influence’, ‘control or organising capacity’; nor was there any statement of the criteria to be 

used for the assessment of teachers within these areas. 

 

One effect of the regulations concerning efficiency marks and assessment was that 

almost all principals were given an efficiency mark out of 100. That mark was necessary for 
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eligibility for further promotion. Moreover, there was very little distinction made between 

outstanding administrators and those of average performance. Only those who because of 

personality or lack of ability were marked the aforementioned level. Nevertheless, other 

criteria were also used to determine the promotion of eligible personnel. That meant that, in 

practice, the superintendent was not required to make distinctions of ability between school 

administrators except to indicate those who were unfit for further promotion. 

 

Given the limited time available, superintendents were not able to achieve very positive 

results in schools. At best, they could only advise on necessary changes and improvements 

required without any opportunity to help the teacher or principal affect them. They were 

therefore unable to provide the necessary time for introducing a complete remedial program 

to change teachers’ behaviour patterns. Rather, they were forced to rely upon the senior staff 

in the school to supervise and implement improvement. The main effect of the superintendent 

in the school was to assist the principal in maintaining standards within the school. This was 

done by encouraging those who deserved recognition through ranking teachers according to 

their abilities and potential for promotion, and by censoring those few who appeared not to be 

dedicated in the service to their community. Nonetheless, by continually visiting schools and 

assessing teachers, they assisted the principals to maintain high standards within the schools, 

by infusing new ideas, encouraging staff, awarding recognition to successful teachers, and 

providing an orderly system of motion. All of that occurred, of course, within a very highly 

centralised education system. 

 

Walker (1964), in his discussion of centralised administration, denounced the 

arguments traditionally used to support centralisation of education in Australia. He pointed to 

the inequalities which might arise, the historic basis of the system, and the need to avoid 
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following the British and American practice for their own sake. He commended the tendency 

towards decentralised control of policy through the delegation of administrative authority to 

area directors and school principals in the matter of building and maintenance of schools, 

responsibilities for certain local expenditure and leave and transfer applications from 

teachers, and, in the case of principals, in the preparation of reports on teachers (other than 

those seeking promotion or on probation), and the development of policies to meet the 

individual needs of the particular community and group of students. 

 

In reaching his conclusions, Walker emphasised that decentralisation of decision 

making does not necessarily result in either the undesirable attributes present in extreme 

forms of local control or the complete disappearance of centralised control. He proposed, 

instead, the need for school principles to be free to help to develop individual schools 

according to the needs of the students whom it served and urged that all teachers who were 

highly trained, intelligent and dedicated professional adults should share in the administration 

of the school under the direction of the principal. In support of his arguments, he cited the 

findings of Cillie (1940), who, from a study of different types of administration in and around 

New York, concluded that 

Neither centralisation by itself nor decentralisation, but the centralisation 

of certain aspects of education and the decentralisation of others are 

necessary before the ultimate goal of educational adoption can be fully 

achieved in the complete liberation of the potentialities of the individual 

pupil and the individual teacher (Walker, 1964, p. 196) 

It was argued then that the principal should exercise full professional control over the school 

and that the professional growth of the teachers was his or her responsibility and not that of 

the superintendents working from the centralised central administration centre. 
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Teachers’ Union 

The Education Department comprised two distinct yet related sections, namely, the 

administration section consisting of professional officers functioning under the Public Service 

Act and the teaching body. As employees of the government, teachers were never in a 

position to influence Department decision-making. Collectively though, through their 

organisation, the State School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia (SSTUWA), they 

endeavoured to assume policy-making powers in order to express their wishes and demands. 

 

A basic problem was that the administration section with the Education Department 

was responsible for the functioning of the teaching division. That relationship condemned the 

teacher’s union to embracing a vertical or industrial type of organisation concerned with 

establishing bargaining power and a contractual responsibility between the administration 

personnel and the teachers. Thus, the teachers’ place in the hierarchy of policy making 

involved the functional relationship that existed between the Teachers’ Union and the 

administrative officers of the Education Department. 

 

The formation of the SSTUWA 

From the time of the formation of the Government Teachers’ Association in 1892 and the 

establishment of an Education Department in 1893, prominent government school teachers 

believed that through collective organisation they could become sufficiently powerful to 

impose industrial and work terms on the government. They believed that, in that way, they 

could influence colonial education policy. However, those teachers who joined the 

Government Teachers’ Association and, in 1897, the Public School Teachers’ Association 

which succeeded it, were lacking in education leadership and experience in corporate action. 

As a result, their influence was very restricted. 
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Teachers who came from Australia’s eastern seaboard to Western Australia were 

referred to as ‘imports.’ They had been largely responsible for the establishment of the bodies 

mentioned above. Fresh from their experiences of the great strikes in education in the other 

colonies, they saw an advantage in presenting a united front when making their demands 

upon the government. In fact, they had been instrumental in gaining Department recognition 

for the Public School Teachers’ Association on the 8
th

 March 1897 (Horner, 1961), although 

that body was not the sole representative and spokesman of the teachers. 

 

Both teachers’ organisations failed for a number of reasons. Those included the lack of 

teacher support, the low status of teachers in the community, and the inability of teachers to 

see education positions as part of a whole. They also displayed little interest in the education 

problems of Western Australia. 

 

The teachers’ failure to support their union organisations led to the collapse of the 

Public School Teachers’ Association in early 1898. The ‘imports’, remaining staunch to the 

principle of collective action, formed the State School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia 

in February to protect and advance the interests of the profession and to promote the interests 

of education generally (SSTUWA, 1899). In its infancy, the new union was sustained by 

them and they occupied all key positions. It was not until 1912, that Western Australian 

trained teachers began to take an active interest in trade union affairs. 

 

The existence of a teachers’ union did not automatically attract all teachers to its ranks. 

That situation was not achieved until 1920 when, after a bitter and prolonged struggle with 

the Education Department on matters of policy affecting the welfare of teachers, the 

SSTUWA gained statutory recognition as a collective voice. It then became the body 
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appointed to negotiate on behalf of teachers with the education administration on educational 

policy. 

 

The State School Teachers Union of Western Australia became an association of both 

permanent and temporary teachers employed full-time by the Education Department. Trainee 

teachers who were under contract to the Education Department could also become members. 

Provision was made for part-time teachers employed under the Education Act to become 

members at the discretion of the union. Teachers in non-government schools and 

kindergartens were ineligible for membership. Overall, the SSTUWA was comprised of the 

teaching members of the government primary and secondary schools, teachers’ training 

colleges and technical schools and colleges. 

 

The union was managed by a central body known as the ’executive’. It was appointed 

at an annual conference held in August of each year. It consisted of an elected president, two 

vice presidents, and 16 members of the teaching body. A major feature of the executive, and 

a disadvantage, was that all members usually lived in the metropolitan area and they normally 

resigned upon transfer to a position in the country. Therefore, country-based teachers, who 

constituted a large proportion of the teaching profession, had little direct representation upon 

it. As a result, the members of the executive had difficulty in appreciating views of people in 

rural areas. 

 

To carry out the work of the SSTUWA, the union appointed a full-time general 

secretary, assistant secretary and a public city officer. Usually, the general secretary was an 

ex-teacher, although from December 1951 until September 1965, the executive departed from 

that practice when an ‘outside’ officer with Trades Hall connections was appointed. Because 
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union secretaries, both ex-teacher and ‘outsider’ appointees, were beyond the jurisdiction of 

the Education Department, they were able to approach their union tasks fearlessly. They did 

not depend upon their personal relationships with the members of the administration for their 

positions or their future advancement. Also, the appointment of officers with Trades Hall 

backgrounds has brought with it competence and experience in industrial matters. Those were 

of benefit in negotiations. 

 

The annual conference determined policy. Voting power at conferences reflected the 

practice followed at state conferences of the Australian Labor Party. In particular, the number 

of delegates was based upon the numerical strength of the branches scattered throughout the 

State. That gave the numerically strong metropolitan branch overwhelming voting power 

over all other branches. 

 

At the annual conference, numerous committees were appointed. The most important, 

from the point of view of policy-making, was the nine-member Education Committee formed 

first in 1927. Though appointed by the members of the Union, it functioned at the behest of 

the executive and its reports formed the foundations for many union policies. It was restricted 

in its activities though to collecting material and conducting inquiries and surveys amongst 

teachers. It undertook little research upon which to base its decisions. Consequently, 

members were not in a position to initiate major policy changes (Berson, 2006; Horner, 1970; 

Pritchard, 2000). 

 

To affect education policy changes, the union adopted the practices of deputation, 

discussion and negotiation. Policies determined at the annual conferences were expressed as 

conference resolutions and were taken to either the Minister for Education or all the 
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Permanent Heads of the Education Department. Normally the president, the general secretary 

and one or two other members of the Executive constituted the delegation that presented the 

resolutions. 

 

From the formation of the SSTUWA, it was primarily concerned with promoting the 

interests of education generally. It encouraged a kindly feeling amongst all classes of 

teachers. It took action as was deemed advisable for protecting and advancing the interests of 

the profession. Those objects were couched in broad, general terms which facilitated having 

unlimited scope in interpretation. 

 

The Union became particularly concerned about improving the conditions of its 

members. Consequently, it became concentrated on industrial issues. That trend was revealed 

in both direct and indirect ways. Directly, one of its principal tasks was to gain an 

independent arbitrator on matters affecting its members. To achieve that, it sought the 

establishment of appeals boards to adjudicate on such things as teacher welfare. The 

institution of those boards enabled the Union to influence salary determinations, the 

correction of injustices to teachers where some departure from the regulations had been 

made, and the protection of members’ promotional rights. In addition, the SSTUWA had 

been prepared to obtain legal advice and take legal action to assist in the protection of 

members’ interests. 

 

Indirectly, the Union offered protection to its members through equal representation 

with the Education Department on the numerous department boards, committees and 

tribunals. It policed the regulations and endeavoured to alter them to the benefit of union 

members. To these collective benefits, individual benefits were added after the style of the 
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medieval craft guilds. Those include concessional purchasing schemes at wholesale and retail 

houses, advice, both legal and otherwise, on personal problems, and a cooperative building 

and housing scheme for teachers. 

 

The union consistently maintained its interest in promoting the quality of education. 

However, its concern for teacher welfare overshadowed policymaking in that area. This 

emphasis was accentuated by the lack of education experience of teachers in whose hands 

union policy-making was placed, and by a general apathy of many towards education matters.  

 

The Role of the Principal 

Over time, the roles, and subsequent complexities of the role of the school principal, changed 

dramatically as it moved between the dichotomies of management and leadership. While both 

of those constructs are interrelated, primarily the role of the principal was seen as that of a 

manager. More recently, through the progressive decentralising of decision-making powers, 

principals are recognised as a vital element in improving school effectiveness and student 

achievement. The focus of this role has moved towards leadership of instructional strategies, 

and the creation of conditions that foster effective teaching to bring about improved student 

achievement (Dinham, 2008; Grissom et al., 2021; Hattie, 2009). 

 

As discussed earlier, superintendents assisted the principals to maintain high standards 

in schools, as well as identify those principals who might be suitable for higher promotion 

within the system. The development of principals, however, was left to professional 

associations such as the Western Australian Primary Principals Association (WAPPA) and 

the initiative of the principal himself or herself to engage with those groups. 
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In the early years of the Swan River Colony, headteachers (as principals were referred 

to in the early decades) were in high demand and were drawn from various sectors of the 

Colony or were recruited from overseas. Furthermore, the early schools were Catholic 

schools that catered for over half of the Colony’s children. The Colony’s officials tried to 

reverse that trend with the establishment of the first government primary schools, established 

on the English structure and involving the segregation of boys and girls. 

 

While the demand for headteachers was high, and many ex-convicts were employed to 

carry out the role, they were untrained and were working within a decentralised public school 

system overseen by local school boards. Their primary role was to oversee the delivery of the 

curriculum and they were answerable only to the school board, whose members in most cases 

were uneducated in the art of education themselves. Further adding to the complexities of 

schooling in Western Australia, was its vast expanse. That made establishing schools difficult 

and ensuring the quality of education even more so. 

 

In 1890, the appointment of J.P Walton as the new Chief Inspector of Schools, saw the 

replacement of school boards with a centralised education system and the creation of a new 

curriculum linked to a set of achievement standards for children of the same age. It was the 

headteacher’s role to ensure that the students achieved those, while maintaining the standards 

of the school house. The role of the headteacher then was simply that of a teacher and a 

manager, and through to the 1920s involved little more in addition to the teaching role than 

cleaning out the school at the end of the day, preparing and arranging lessons for the next 

day, and composing letters to the Education Department outlining repairs that needed to be 

undertaken to the facilities and requesting more school materials for the students. In larger 

schools, the headteacher also had to “exercise strict moral supervision” (Berson, 2006, p. 85) 
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over other staff members. He or she was the ultimate authority in their school and usually had 

become so by beginning his or her career in a small rural school, and progressing through the 

ranks based on suitable assessments given by the inspectors. 

 

In 1896, with the appointment of Cyril Jackson as the Inspector-General of Schools, an 

audit of State education was undertaken. Jackson was critical of the curriculum, methods of 

instruction, levels of attendance, buildings, and the pupil teacher system of training that was 

utilised at the time to develop teachers (Fletcher, 1982). A situation that Jackson found 

unacceptable related to teacher quality. He noted that schools depended  

…mainly on the capacity of their teachers...Out of 208 Head and Assistant teacher there 

are, as far as I can learn, only 16 who have been through a course of training in College 

or Normal School (Fletcher, 1982, p. 193)   

Given that headteachers were selected from this group through the established promotion 

system of the time, it was not one that supported the development of effective leadership 

models in the education. 

 

In 1890, the Central Board issued a mandate that teachers appointed to public schools 

were expected to have passed an examination for a Certificate of Competency or Efficiency 

at or before appointment. That really was the first explicit standard imposed in Western 

Australia in an effort to improve teacher quality and subsequently improve leadership in 

schools. However, those already in the system without any formal qualification which, 

according to Fletcher (1982), accounted for 57% of head teachers, could still be promoted. 

 

From 1930 to 1960, very little changed in terms of the role of headteachers. They 

managed the day-to-day affairs of the schools, ensured that Department policy was adhered 



132 

to, and ensured that teachers worked to try to ensure that students achieved the expected 

results on the schools’ testing programs, which were aligned to the Education Department’s 

prescribed curriculum. The personal development of headteachers still remained within their 

own charge.  

 

There was also a shift in the way that teachers were prepared. Up until then, it was very 

much a practical process and existed within the realm of the Teachers’ College. At this time 

though, a more theoretical approach was being considered by The University of Western 

Australia and led to the introduction of a Diploma in Education. The purpose of that was to 

raise the standards of teachers and principals (formerly referred to as headteachers). 

 

The shift, aimed at producing teachers who were “expert enough to exercise judgement 

in classroom” (Labaree, 1998, p. 4), rather than ones who followed a “scripted curriculum”, 

meant that teachers now developed pedagogical understanding and “professional freedom and 

responsibility” (Spaull & Mandelson, 1983, p. 98). That meant too, that when they became 

principals, they carried that understanding into their role. Moreover, in 1952 a Certificate in 

Educational Administration was introduced by The University of Western Australia, with 

input from the Director General of Education and Superintendents of Primary and Secondary 

Education. While not a mandated course, it was significant, because it marked the 

introduction of the first formal recognised qualification at a school administration level 

providing formal training in managing change, public administration and educational finance 

(University of Western Australia, 1953). 

 

From the late 1960s, as inspectors moved to being superintendents, a shift began to take 

place too for principals as the focus of management in schools began to shift to that of 
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leadership. Conversations also began to focus on the establishment of school priorities and 

strategies. Principals were now encouraged to aim to develop the teachers in their schools and 

the numerical assessment that had hitherto been utilised to measure the effectiveness of 

teachers and a promotion hierarchy was abolished. This laid down the early foundations for 

principals being encouraged to lead their own schools. Concurrently, there was a shift from a 

centrally controlled primary school curriculum, to one that saw primary school principals 

shaping curriculum to fit the background of the students who attended their schools. 

 

Conclusion 

In order to locate the role and standards expected of school principals historically in relation 

to other key personnel involved in education, this chapter considered the developments that 

occurred within Australia and, more notably, Western Australian from the late 1800s through 

to late 1970s. Part one outlined broad developments in Australian society generally, as well 

as developments in schooling and curriculum nationally and in Western Australia. Part two 

outlined the structure and organisation of the Education Department in Western Australia 

during the period. The third part considered the role of the inspectors and superintendents of 

schools. Finally, the role of the principal, including the standards expected of him or her, up 

to the point at which the Western Australian State authorities began considering devolving 

much of the power and authority of the Education Department to the local and schools’ level, 

was detailed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN EDUCATION 1970 TO 2010 

Introduction 

The previous chapter provided an overview of developments that occurred within the 

Western Australian education system from the late 1800s through to the late 1970s and 

provided a context for considering standards related to the expected role of the primary 

school principal. This chapter focuses on the same pattern for the next period in the history of 

Western Australia’s Education Department. The main concern on that regard at the time, was 

with devolution, including in relation to the role of the principal, as the exercise of local 

authority in schools was increased from the 1980s. The developments set in train led 

eventually to the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals in 2009. 

 

The chapter is in three parts. Firstly, it examines that influences that broadly shaped the 

Western Australian Public Education system from 1970 through to 2010. Secondly, it 

considers the influence that the Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Education in 

Western Australia had on the Western Australian public education system and the role of 

principals. Thirdly, it considers the developments leading up to the Australian Professional 

Standard for Principals. 

 

Western Australian Education 1970 to 2010 

The abolishment of formal teacher assessment in the Western Australian Education system in 

1970, signalled the start of many changes that were to occur. Teachers no longer received any 

formal assessment of their teaching and principals, for the first time, as leaders of the school 

community, were not expected to hold a comprehensive knowledge of the curriculum or the 
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accompanying scope and sequence. This situation ultimately had an influence on the role of 

the principal in Western Australian public schools. 

 

In many instances too, classroom teachers came to have a deeper knowledge of content 

than the principal had. Furthermore, cooperation, rather than domination, became what was 

promoted regarding the life of the school (Berson, 2006; MacNeill & Cavanagh, 2006). 

Accordingly, principals found themselves having to develop an understanding of human 

resource management in order to influence staff rather than to direct them. The annual reports 

of the Department of Education, at this time of formerly abolishing previously embedded 

teacher assessment practices, outline the perceived advantages that such a change would 

bring to the public education system: 

This will enable evaluation to be undertaken on broader lines and be concerned with the 

function and progress of the school as a whole. Superintendents will be more concerned 

with the progress of the school as an educational institution and less concerned with the 

work of particular classes and the efficiency of particular teachers. (Education 

Department, 1970, p. 3) 

In addition, the superintendents, who had formerly been the drivers of change within the 

school system, offered their support to principals regarding managing staff, supporting the 

implementation of Department policy and curriculum, and overseeing the maintenance of 

school sites (Berson, 2006; Maclaine, 1975). While still being experienced practitioners in 

the education field, superintendents and principals jointly found themselves adopting more of 

a consultancy role for school communities than previously. This was in harmony with the 

notion of decentralisation that was beginning to shape the new order of managerialism. As 

part of that, principals became the conduit through which teacher development and 

supervision was encouraged. Soon, cooperation between superintendents and principals, and 
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principals and teachers, was to become the ‘new normal’ in public school education (Berson, 

2006). 

 

It was noted in the previous chapter that the education system in Australia during its 

formative years of development mirrored, in many respects, developments in British 

education, and especially in England. It did not, however, adopt the tradition of local control 

that came to characterise the British systems. Rather, education systems characterised by a 

centralisation of administration were created. That was due primarily to the historical, 

geographical and economic influences at work at the time (Maclaine, 1975). It originated 

back when the autocratic governors of the convict colonies, working with the penal nature 

and formidable conditions of the colonies at the time, necessitated the adoption of autocratic 

control. 

 

In 1971, Stan Palmer was appointed as the Director of Primary Education in Western 

Australia. He was to be the last person appointed to this position prior to the Education 

Department being restructured in 1977 by the then Director General, David Mossenson. In 

1973, Palmer published a paper entitled ‘The philosophy of the primary division.’ In it, he 

laid down a template that the Department was attempting to establish in relation to the 

management of government schools in the state at this time (Berson, 2006). 

 

Principals back then claimed that that was “the first new expression of educational aims 

since the 1930s” (Berson, 2006, p. 171). In the paper, Palmer rather serendipitously outlined 

what was to be echoed later in a Western Australian report of 1987 entitled the Better 

School’s Initiative (Pearce, 1987). He echoed also the sentiment detailed in the 1973 Karmel 

Report (Karmel, 1973) that “responsibility should be devolved as far as possible upon the 
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people involved in the actual task of schooling, in consultation with the parents and the pupil 

so who they teach” (Pearce, 1987, p. 10). Palmer stated that responsibility for government 

education lay with senior personnel in the Department of Education. He held also that there 

were times when it needed to exercise authority over all schools (Palmer, 1973), 

Nevertheless, he argued too that, henceforth, schools should be organised such that 

stakeholders should have flexibility of decision making regarding curriculum delivery, to 

cater for the individuality of teachers and students. To that end, he went on, there should be 

no requirement to adhere to a specific organisational structure or to adopt any favoured 

education approach (Palmer, 1973). Overall, the suggestion was that the principal should 

become the conduit between Department of Education personnel and the school community, 

the teachers and students and their parents. 

 

Palmer may have been the first to clearly articulate in writing the role of the school 

principal in Western Australia as necessitating more than possessing professional knowledge. 

He included being a communicator, an administrator, and a leader. Furthermore, and again 

signalling the shift away from the centralised policy control of previous decades that was 

taking place, he proposed that one of the first functions of a principal in a school should be 

the creation of an education policy for the institution that included the “aspirations and values 

of both teaching staff and parents” (Berson, 2006, p. 171). He continued, stating that the plan 

“must therefore be formulated through a process of staff discussion… and not issued as an 

authoritarian, unilateral plan for government” (Berson, 2006, p. 171). 

 

There had been advantages accruing from the centralised control of schooling within 

Western Australia. One was the provision of a consistent standard of education across a large 

geographically diverse region. Secondly, the provision of a uniform training structure of 



138 

teachers assured a level of quality overseen by inspectors that were appointed by the system. 

Thirdly, the provision of, at times, significant infrastructure that ensured a level of quality of 

control over curriculum and the delivery of this content was another advantage (Berson, 

2006; Maclaine, 1975; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 

1962). Critics, however, pointed to the festering of bureaucracy and long-time lags that 

existed as a result of the nature of the decision making processes (Beazley, 1984; Butts, 1955; 

Jackson, 1961; Kandel, 1938; Maclaine, 1975; Palmer, 1973). Furthermore, the prevailing 

centralised system fostered a divide between those working at the schools’ level across the 

State and those making the decisions that influenced their work. Thus, the imposed 

uniformity restricted the ability of principals and teachers to respond appropriately and in a 

timely manner to local community needs. It also stifled experimentation designed to foster 

growth within the system (Cowan, 1964; Maclaine, 1975; Pearce, 1987). Maclaine (1975, p. 

36) added to this that “the accent on seniority in a public service slows down the promotion 

of the ablest teachers and the system tends to perpetuate itself in a form of professional 

inbreeding.” Overall, the practice had the effect of ensuring, to a high degree, the maintaining 

of the status quo. 

 

Palmer’s paper (1973) highlighted the notion that the decentralising of authority to 

schools and, consequently, more power and responsibility to principals, had a precedent 

amongst American observers of the situation in Australia. Professor Isaac Kandel had made 

similar recommendations in a paper written back in 1938, in which he suggested the 

abolishment of the rating system for teachers and changing the role of the inspectors from 

that of Department ‘watchdogs’ to advocates for professional growth of teachers and 

principals. Similarly, Butts (1955) and Jackson (1962) argued for responsibility and 

promotion of local interests in schools to be delegated to the local education facilities on 
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grounds that they were best placed to make decisions that affected their local jurisdictions. 

Similarly, Cowan (1964) in the early 1960s, asserted that states other than Western Australia 

had by now developed policies that facilitated more professionalism to inspectors and that a 

deliberate effort was “being made to extend the authority and build up the status of the school 

principal” (p.198). Clearly, the implication was that Western Australia should follow suit. 

 

In the past, principals were depositories of all of the curriculum knowledge required to 

direct their staff on what to do and on how to do it. A shift, however, was now taking place 

relating to that situation. The Department of Education in Western Australia began to locate 

teachers who had demonstrated a high level of competency in specific subject areas in 

schools, within the curriculum branch which was headed up by Warren Louden, 

Superintendent of Curriculum. Their task was to begin developing materials that would 

support staff in schools with the presentation of content, rather than be mandated materials to 

teach. Associated documents that were provided to schools were drawn up with no desire “to 

attempt to prescribe what the course should be” (Berson, 2006, p. 161). Rather, they were to 

constitute a suite of material that could enhance a teacher’s teaching of the curriculum. 

 

The copious volume of materials that arrived at schools caused a level of consternation 

among principals, as it suggested that they no longer had control over the syllabus. Rather, 

they felt that others were assuming control of this aspect of their school work and, thus, this 

threatened their power, authority and status. Also associated with this shift, was the notion 

that the traditional role of the principal as a manager of the school was changing. What was 

reaffirmed was the idea that the principal would need to become more than a manager. In 

particular, what was being echoed was Palmer’s (1973) view that he or she should be a 

conduit for communication between all of the stakeholders within school communities. 
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At the end of their tenure within the Curriculum Branch of the Department of 

Education, many of the teachers who had produced materials pursued promotional positions 

as principals of schools, with the intention of “putting into action the material they had 

prepared” (Berson, 2006, p.162). While there was undoubted value in this development, 

given the knowledge they held regarding the materials themselves and their practical 

experience in the classroom, along with their potential ability to shape suitable policy in the 

schools that would lead successful use of the materials, many lacked systematic training in 

policy development. That was because they had only experienced the model for principal 

development that had prevailed up until that time (Maclaine, 1975). 

 

At this juncture too, the costs of equipment, staffing, and the management of the 

Western Australian education system were becoming immense. Because of the prevailing 

climate growth and change, it was seen to be vital that school leaders should have more 

targetted training in administration than previously. It was also a view that the process needed 

to commence with the identification of suitable teachers as soon as facilitation of such 

training could be provided. Overall, preparation, it was held, should go beyond the 

apprenticeship model of headteacher training that had gone on for so long (Berson, 2006; 

Maclaine, 1975; Murphy, 2017). 

 

An additional influence on the roles and functions of principals in schools, and with the 

wider education system within Western Australia, was the growth of the notion that school 

councils should be established. In the late 1970s, some of those were already in place in the 

Australian Capital Territory and South Australia, and had experienced mixed success 

(Berson, 2006). Conversations within the Western Australian principal associations at the 

time were to the effect that, if they were to eventuate for Western Australian schools, then 
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their operations should be confined to discussions pertaining to education questions and the 

outlining of stated expectations. The responsibility for the management and operations of the 

school, should, it was also held, remain with the principal (Beazley, 1984; Berson, 2006; 

Pearce, 1987; Western Australian Primary Principals Association, 1974). 

 

In existence around the same time, and remaining in place for around two decades, 

were the Department of Education’s priority schools. These were a group of schools across 

the metropolitan area. Within them, the role of the principal was a new one, in that they were 

required to engage with staff in making decisions that would affect the entire school 

community. They also had to enlist parent support in the task and assign resources 

strategically to ensure that appropriate accountability of targetted initiatives was met. Like all 

other principals, they were, as previously stated, no longer in a position of having all syllabi 

in pre-packaged form in their heads. They then were required to call on staff to support the 

teaching of developed programs. With no formal training in managing such changes however, 

they were somewhat on their own in having to develop a set of skills unique to their contexts. 

At the same time, this meant that the principals in question were in place when a key policy 

known as The Better Schools in Western Australia (Pearce, 1987) initiative was introduced in 

1987. “School planning, staff participation, school grants and communion involvement were 

the order of the day” for them (Berson, 2006, p. 186). In other words, this group of principals 

was well positioned to guide the transition to a new order. 

 

Western Australia, like other Australian states, had a long history of centralised public 

sector governance up until the mid-1980s. Education policy decisions were made by the 

Director General of Education and the senior public servants, who were viewed as experts in 
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the field. The election of the Burke government in 1983 however, heralded a change to that 

situation with the overall public sector undergoing wide ranging reform. 

 

The West Australian Labor Government, led by Brian Burke, put in motion a number 

of initiatives that brought about radical change. They were underpinned by views on how to 

overcome the State’s economic recession. A significant exercise in cost cutting commenced 

across all of the public sector. High levels of perceived inefficiency and waste across various 

government departments, including the Department of Education, were identified. It was felt 

that savings could be made if management techniques that were being utilised in the private 

sector were introduced (Burke, 1986). An outcome was that of the various Departments, of 

which education was one, developing mission statements and objectives, publicising 

corporate plans, introducing decentralisation agendas, developing and implementing 

performance indicators for measurement and evaluation of systematic initiatives, and the 

devolution of responsibility and risk management (Burke, 1986). The hoped-for planned 

savings in the Department of Education were not made explicit by the government until 1987, 

when the then Minister for Education, Bob Pearce, released the Better Schools: A Programme 

for Improvement in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) initiative. 

Because of it, the traditional role of principals was to change overnight (Berson, 2006). 

 

Shortly after the election of the Burke Government, one of the first initiatives taken was 

the announcement of a commission of inquiry into education. The Government appointed 

Kim Beazley Senior as its chair person. The report that eventuated, Education in Western 

Australian Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia (Beazley, 

1984), highlighted the importance of devolution and community participation in school 

decision-making, recommending that personnel and members of the school community be 
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partners in decision making in such areas as school policy development, planning, staffing 

and the management of resources (Beazley, 1984). The Beazley Report (Beazley, 1984), as it 

came to be known, laid the foundation for the work that the Minster of Education, Bob 

Pearce, developed and was published in the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement 

in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) document. 

 

Pearce was a strong advocate of child-centred education. Yet, some believed that this 

was not achievable, given the rigidity of the Department of Education. By the time he became 

Minister of Education however, he had already made observations articulating a view that it 

needed to be addressed. The Department, he concluded was “rigid… centralised and strongly 

hierarchical, with its Director Generals regarded as gods” and nobody being “too interested in 

big changes to education” (Berson, 2006, p. 227). 

 

While he had been in opposition, Pearce had commenced work in conjunction with the 

SSTUWA to plan for the devolution of authority from the Department of Education to school 

communities should he become Minister for Education. Furthermore, when he was Minister 

and financial cuts were being proposed by the government of the day, he argued that current 

funding levels for education be maintained within the public education sector on the basis 

that funding currently stood at less per capita than the majority of Australian states. The 

Premier agreed, while stressing that the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in 

Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) policy comprised a request that 

included “the Government’s business tenants of efficiency and accountability” (Berson, 2006, 

p. 240). 
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The SSTUWA, however, worked to slow down the implementation of the latter policy. 

Subsequent pressure forced the Minister for Education to agree to a moratorium on the 

implementation of its proposals. In the subsequent calm that eventuated, a memorandum of 

agreement between the minister of education and the SSTUWA was established in May 1990. 

In it, they established a connection between improving working conditions and salaries and 

promoting devolution. Clarity was provided also to indicate that the role of the parent 

representative bodies in school decision making groups would be minimised (Berson, 2006; 

Pritchard, 2000). 

 

The authors of the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in Western 

Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) had articulated, in part, that a function of the 

school decision-making group was to define “the role of the principal and advise on the 

selection and appointment of the principal” (Pearce, 1987, p. 11). In a subsequent final policy 

statement entitled School Decision Making: Policies and Guidelines (Minister of Education, 

1990) however, there was no reference to this function. Furthermore, an amendment to the 

Education Act by the Minister for Education that section 23 [2] be repealed, was proposed. 

This amendment had been introduced in 1988 to clarify the role of parents as caregivers in 

the community in participating in school decision-making. The relevant section of the 

Education Act was subsequently amended such that what was now law was that “a school 

decision making group shall not exercise any authority over the staff or interfere in anyway 

with the control or management of any school” (Education Act, 1928) availability. 

 

Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia 

In 1983, shortly after the election of the Burke government, an inquiry entitled The Beazley 

Inquiry (Beazley, 1984) was announced. In March 1984, the report of its members was 
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presented to the then Minster of Education, Bob Pearce. Indeed, the executive members of 

the committee had already been reporting directly to Pearce. Through this process, he was 

able to circumvent public involvement, dictate the pace of the inquiry, and bring about the 

implementation of radical reform with the Western Australian Education public education 

sector. It was acknowledged in the Beazley Report that the earlier Karmel Report (Karmel, 

1973) and trends in many OECD nations regarding parent participation in school decision-

making had influenced the direction of the inquiry (Beasley, 1984). The report advocated 

strongly for community participation in school decision-making, as it was held that this 

approach would lead to equitable and affective outcomes for schooling (Beazley, 1984). They 

noted also that each school was unique in its context and, as such, required that individual 

approaches be used to address the uniqueness of those contexts. They stressed too that it 

would be counterproductive in relation to the principles of devolution and community 

participation if a “one-size-fits-all” approach was imposed on school communities (Beazley, 

1984). In order to try to ensure that schools received support in facilitating the level of 

devolution required, it was prescribed that a framework be developed and a review of the 

Education Act and Regulations be undertaken to enable differentiation between schools to be 

made (Beasley, 1984). What the authors of the report did not state though, was how the 

principal would carry out those tasks, and what support they would be offered in terms of 

development and guidance to do so. 

 

The recommendations laid out in the report that had the most direct influence on 

principals, and the role that they played in schools, arose from the work of subcommittees 

that oversaw discussions regarding community participation and teacher involvement in 

school decision making processes. The members reported that “the enormous community 

response to this inquiry reinforces the conviction that schools are accountable to their 
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communities, which must have every opportunity to understand and participate in the 

activities of schools” (Beazley, 1984, p. 33). What followed was a requirement that every 

State public school in Western Australia was to establish a school-based decision-making 

group (SDGs) whose primary function was to contribute to, and monitor, the school’s 

development plan. 

 

The groups in question later became school councils and their existence was detailed in 

the Amended Education Act (1999). Another version was that school boards that evolved 

from what became known as the independent public school initiative of later years (Beazley, 

1984; Berson, 2006; Pearce, 1987). Around the initiative overall, however, circulated views 

on what was to be the role of the school principal. The Department of Education personnel 

argued that parents and teacher should be equally represented on SDGs, with the principal 

remaining as an additional member and belonging to neither group. The SSTUWA officers 

strongly opposed this notion, suggesting that he or she should be part of the teacher 

representation. The officers of principals’ associations advocated however, that if Treasury 

recognised the principal as being the responsible financial officer in the school, then it made 

sense for he or she to have the casting vote in all decisions pertaining to the school. The 

outcome, evident in the publication of the regulations for the operation parameters for SDGs, 

was that the principal would be an ex officio member and additional to the equal number of 

parents and teacher members (Berson, 2006; School Education Act 1999 (WA), 1999; School 

Regulations 2000 (WA)). 

 

When the announced changes were made with the release of the Better Schools: A 

Programme for Improvement in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) 

report, the role of the superintendent was altered overnight. All positions were now declared 
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vacant. Concurrently, Department of Education officials commenced work on simplifying the 

chain of command relating to the releasing of school funds and making those within the 

school community the locus for decision-making processes (Berson, 2006; Goddard, 1992; 

Pearce, 1987). Principals now, in a very short time frame, were placed in the situation of 

establishing what was meant by the phrase ‘self-determining school’. Most were supportive 

of the notion of increased autonomy, which carried with it the flexibility to direct resources to 

areas of greatest perceived need within the school. The issue, however, was that, with no 

formal guidance beyond a directive, they were required to establish a SDG, develop a school 

plan in collaboration with staff and the SDG members, outline the school community’s 

priorities for the coming year, and concurrently demonstrate, in a public document, how they 

intended to evaluate the achievement of stated priorities (Beazley, 1984; Berson, 2006; 

Goddard, 1992; Pearce, 1987). Department of Education officials at that time made it clear 

also that it was they who would still retain control over all policy decisions, while leaving 

local decision making in the hands of principals and school communities. Silcox and 

MacNeill (2021) articulated this situation well when they described the Department of 

Education’s position as having moved from being involved in a school system to being 

involved in a system of schools. 

 

Following the release of the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in Western 

Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) policy document, Western Australian 

governments remained focused on improving the State’s public education system through 

devolution and structural reorganisation. That reflected developments undertaken in relation 

to various, public school systems throughout the world at the time, including devolution 

pertaining to decision-making and responsibility from a central agency to local schools. 

Nevertheless, the OECD (2008) in 2008 reported that Australia was still amongst a minority 
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of nations where various education decisions were made primarily through a centralised 

bureaucracy. 

 

At the same time, Western Australia was engaged in the process and also in a rigorous 

debate about devolution and how it would look and be enacted across the State’s vast area. 

Furthermore, authorities in the State’s Department of Education and subsequent governments 

started to consider contemporary approaches to local decision-making in schools, initially in 

relation to the Local Management of Schools Pilot Project initiated in 1999 (Education 

Department of Western Australia, 1999). That involved Education Department personnel 

attempting to develop a systematic approach to devolving decision-making, so that desired 

changes at the school and system level could be identified and addressed. A change in 

government, however, brought an end to this project. Later, through a development entitled 

the ‘Independent Public Schools Initiative’ (Department of Education, 2009) that was 

launched in 2010, schools continued to exist as public entities. However, management was to 

occur at the local level and expenditure was to be undertaken with a one-line budget overseen 

by a school’s principal, who would be accountable to its board members. This, and related 

initiatives, were all directed towards attempting to empower schools’ authorities to develop 

environments that would reflect the nature of the local community (Gobby, 2013). 

 

A Liberal-National Coalition Government, elected in Western Australia in 1993, had a 

review of the influence of the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in Western 

Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) policy initiative commissioned in 1994. That 

review indicated ways in which the State’s authorities could act to continue to progress 

devolution within Education in Western Australia. A report titled Devolution of Decision-

Making Authority in the Government School System of Western Australia (Hoffman, 1994) 
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was drawn up. Known as the Hoffman Report, the philosophical approach underpinning 

devolution was clarified within it, in relation to decision-making, planning, performance 

management, regulatory framework and financial resources. That inquiry resulted in 

accountability becoming the key focus area that was deemed worthy of attention in Western 

Australia in relation to public schooling. 

 

While the debate within the State regarding devolution continued, principals within the 

public education system were left to navigate the various permutations of policies meant to 

guide and shape the schools during this time, without having received professional 

development or guidance. Prior to the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in 

Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) initiative they had been engaged in 

conversations with superintendents on the performance of their schools, and on how that 

reflected on their own performance as leaders within the school. Even back then however, 

they were usually left to their own devices regarding what they should do regarding how, 

when and from whom they would seek guidance for their own professional growth. At the 

same time, they were responsible for teacher development until the abolishment of 

performance management for all but beginning teachers. Now, the covert accountability 

framework that accompanied the push for school autonomy meant that they were once again 

responsible for the development and performance of teachers in their schools, yet still had 

been given no indicators on what to do and how to do it beyond what Department policy 

dictated (Berson, 2006; Wallace, 1994). 

 

In response to the latter void, and in the context of an emerging devolved education 

system which necessitated that there be increased accountability for performance, 

Department of Education personnel did initiate a Principals’ Performance Management 
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Project in 1993 that involved 54 principals and nine superintendents across nine districts. The 

specific stimulus was the introduction of a performance management system that had been 

agreed upon by the Minister for Education and SSTUWA under a 1990 and a 1991 

‘memorandum of agreement’.  A steering committee had been convened in 1992, comprising 

representatives of those two bodies and the principals’ associations, with the intention that 

there be full implementation of initiatives in 1995 following the outcome of the trial. Despite 

being framed within a construct that reinforced and acknowledged the professionalism and 

capabilities of principals with regard to addressing the need of their school communities 

within their context however, principals were expected to drive the process themselves and 

were solely responsible to a superintendent for facilitating the process and rectifying any 

identified performance issues. That situation was so, even though the guiding model had been 

developed after consulting related research literature (Fullan, 1988; Hickcox, 1988; Loucks-

Horsley & Hergert, 1955; Werner, 1989) that was available at the time. 

 

Throughout the process, principals reflected upon the role they played in contributing to 

the achievement of their school community’s plan and the Department’s priorities and 

policies. That reflection, it was held, promoted the enhancement of performance as principals 

in leading school communities (Ministry of Education, 1993). The process was cyclic and 

involved regular interaction with members of a reference group decided upon by each 

principal. While it was at the principal’s discretion to have one’s superintendent included or 

not, that officer was required to be an active participant since he or she was, at the time, 

“accountable for the proper and effective management of the system and the performance of 

principals” (Wallace, 1994, p. 13). 
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It has been suggested that two fundamental beliefs underpinned the process detailed 

above (Wallace, 1994). The first was that performance management should be undertaken 

with the intent of promoting personal development that would concurrently benefit both the 

school and the system. Secondly, that principals were meant to take ownership of the process. 

Thus, what was proposed was not a new paradigm related to the role of the principal, given 

that historically principals had always been responsible for their own development within the 

education system of Western Australia. The suggestion that principals should undertake 

development was also not a new proposition, given the recommendations of the Karmel 

Report (Karmel, 1973), the Beazley Report (Beazley, 1984) and the Better Schools in Western 

Australia Report (Pearce, 1987). Indeed, Karmel reported that since professional 

development was seen as an accepted role in a teacher’s education, “so should it be an 

integral part of the professional life of any principal.” That position was soon advocated 

widely as important for those “engaged in the management of schooling to keep [sic] abreast 

of relevant educational thinking” (Karmel, 1973, p. 117). 

 

Despite the best intentions underpinning the project on principal’s professional 

development detailed above, not least being those on the development of principals within the 

public education system of Western Australia, Wallace (1994) identified what was learned 

from the trial on a number of issues that prevented embracement. While he accepted that 

establishing an appropriate timeline was important for an initiative to evolve and become 

established into the fabric of the organisation it was intended to influence, the success 

ventures relied also “to a large degree on the perceptions of the participants” (Wallace, 1994, 

p. 15). In that regard, he stated, those perceptions were not good. From the superintendents’ 

viewpoint, the workload involved in managing the process effectively was unrealistic. Also 
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“there was no clear directive that the focus of performance management should be agreed 

upon between the principal and the superintendent” (Wallace, 1994, p. 30). 

 

From the point of view of the principals who participated, time was the limiting factor, 

making the coordination of meetings and scheduling in professional reading and development 

around the day-to-day management and operation of the school difficult.  Moreover, in the 

final analysis undertaken of the model’s application in the trial, a number of points were 

made by the participating superintendents. The first was that there needed to be a greater 

level of accountability than prevailed to ensure that the related activities were taking place in 

the first instance. Secondly, the model did not recognise the accountability of the principal to 

the superintendent. Thirdly, there needed to be a cleared vision provided in relation to the 

framework by the Department of Education (Wallace, 1994). 

 

Specifically with regard to the principals who were participants in the trial, Wallace 

(1994) made a number of observations. In the first instance, he said, the process involved was 

too broad. Secondly, principals, he argued, needed to be self-motivated to engage in it. 

Thirdly, he held, there needed to be more structure provided for the framework if it was to be 

effective in its intent of contributing to the improvement of principals’ performance in 

schools. 

 

Developments leading up to the Australian Professional Standard for Principals 

The Western Australian State education system, prior to the adoption of the Australian 

Professional Standard for principals nationally in 2011, had, like its counterparts in the rest of 

the nation’s territories, undergone a significant shift in policy development pertaining to 

decentralising the State education. In 1987, it was argued on the announcement of the report 
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entitled Better Schools in Western Australia: A Program for Improvement (Pearce, 1987), 

that a shift from a centralised school system to a more autonomous one for school 

communities was imminent. School principals were now to be offered more flexibility in 

school planning, resourcing and recruitment than previously. They were also allowed to 

become more responsive to local needs (Wildy, Louden & Robertson, 2000; Wildy & Pepper, 

2005). 

 

In the late 1990s, the Department of Education established the Western Australian 

Leadership Centre (the Centre) in response to the changing education landscape in the State. 

That move constituted an effort to support school leaders in the public system. Moreover, 

while as indicated, it was established by the WA Education Department, it was governed by a 

Board of Directors drawn from various leader professional associations, the Department of 

Education, and the Australian Education Union. Project managers, who were seconded from 

other positions, were given responsibility for developing professional learning for school 

leaders. 

 

A set of performance standards for school leaders was developed by the Western 

Australian Leadership Centre, in collaboration with academics at Murdoch University and 

Edith Cowan University. The work involved reviewing various principal and teaching 

standards both nationally and internationally, as well as carrying out hundreds of interviews 

with school leaders. An unusual feature given trends at the time of the release and subsequent 

implementation of the proposals was that, unlike in the case of other standards in Australia, 

those for Western Australia included performance levels to enable school leaders to 

undertake professional reflection in order to guide them in their own professional learning. 

That initiative became an integral part of the Centre’s framework, which comprised five 
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domains: policy and direction; teaching and learning; staff; partnership; and resources. These 

domains were then utilised to determine the quality of leadership performance. Thus, they sat 

at the heart of the programs developed at the Centre (Anderson et al., 2007; Ingvarson et al., 

2006; Wildy et al., 2000; Wildy & Pepper, 2005). 

 

While not a mandated performance tool, the standards provided guidance for principals 

to identify gaps in their professional practices and to plan appropriate professional learning.   

That reflected a common development in a number of Australian states, including Victoria, 

Queensland and Tasmania at the time. What was not evident, however, was the influence that 

the initiative had, if any, on student performance and school improvement. Sentiment in that 

regard was stressed later by various researchers (Davis et al., 2005; Dinham, 2016; Murphy, 

2017; Young et al., 2016). The process, however, was self-directed and required principals to 

identify gaps in their own leadership performance when referring to the Standards. In that 

regard, then, they were only accountable to themselves. 

 

In 2010, AITSL set out to identify and develop a National Professional Standard for 

Principals. In 2011, that Standard was made public and was adopted by all public education 

jurisdictions in Australia. Its importance was that it was a public statement that set out “what 

principals are expected to know, understand and do to achieve their work” (Dinham, 2011, p. 

5). Unlike AITSL’s ‘Australian Professional Standards for Teachers’ (AITSL, 2011), it was 

developed as a context standard and not as a performance standard. Thus, it was not intended 

for direct use for the selection or appraisal of principals (Dinham, 2011). 

 

In 2018, the Department of Education in WA released the Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b). That document was the outcome of collaboration between 
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the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), the Western Australian State 

School principals, and the State’s Department of Education. It was developed to assist school 

principals, and others who aspired to the role of principal, to reflect on their leadership 

practices. Furthermore, it was informed by international research on the kinds of leadership 

that can result in improved teaching and learning and described “the work and practices of 

increasingly effective principals based on lived school leadership experiences in our own 

system” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1). 

 

The Principal Performance Improvement Tool was aligned to the Australian Principal 

Standard and accompanying Leadership Profiles. For WA, they were also aligned with the 

State Department’s Classroom First Strategy (DoE, 2007) and its strategic plan. Thus, an 

effort was made to contextualise the Standard for the Western Australian public education 

system. 

 

In 2018, the Acting Director General announced the Western Australian Public School 

Leadership Strategy 2018 -2021 (DoE, 2018c). New elements to try to strengthen the 

Principal Performance Improvement Tool were introduced. Again, it was argued in that 

document that principals who have the “greatest impact on student achievement” by creating 

a culture in their schools that would have “every teacher teaching at their best and improving 

every year” (DoE, 2018b, p. 2). Similarly, the Leading for Impact: Australian Guidelines for 

School Leadership Development (AITSL, 2018) document noted that school leaders “make 

the greatest impact on the progress and achievement of learners by using their educational 

expertise and management skills to focus the efforts of everyone in the school on improving 

the quality of the teaching” (AITSL, 2017, p. 6). Clearly, the Standard was influencing State 

policy and development strategies for school principals. What was unknown though, as is still 
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the case, was the influence that it was exerting on the principals themselves and on the level 

of the influence of the Standard on principals in terms of their own professional growth. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the same pattern for the next period in the history of Western 

Australia’s Education Department. The main concern on that regard at the time was with 

devolution, including in relation to the role of the principal as the exercise of local authority 

in schools was increased from the 1980s. The developments set in train led eventually to the 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals in 2009. 

 

The chapter was set out in three parts. First, it examined the influences that broadly 

shaped the Western Australian Public Education system from 1970 through to 2010. 

Secondly, it considered the influence that the Report of the Committee of Inquiry into 

Education in Western Australia had on the Western Australian public education system and 

the role of principals. Thirdly, it considered the developments leading up to the Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals. 

 

Chapter six will now continue the narrative from 2010 to the present day. It will be in 

four parts. First the influences that were the precursors to the development of national 

standards and that concluded with the development of Standards in the Western Australian 

public education system will be considered.  Secondly, the development of the Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals themselves are examined. Thirdly, comparisons of leadership standards to other 

systems, which include Ontario, China, the United States and Wales in the United Kingdom, 
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will be undertaken. Fourthly, Western Australia’s response to the national standard by way of 

four documents - the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 

(DoE, 2018c), documents pertaining to the realignment for selection of principals, the 

Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), and the Western Australian Future 

Leaders Framework (DoE, 2021a), will be considered. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR PRINCIPALS AND WESTERN 

AUSTRALIA  

Introduction 

The previous chapter focused on the history of Western Australian Education from 1970 up 

to 2010. Particular emphasis was placed on the events that led up to the development of the 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals. That included the devolution of authority to principals that led to a change in 

and the role they played in exercising local authority in schools. 

 

This chapter takes up the narrative from then onwards. It is in four parts. First, the 

influences that were the precursors to the development of national standards and that 

concluded with the development of Standards in the Western Australian public education 

system, are considered. Secondly, the development of the Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals themselves are 

examined. Thirdly, comparisons are made between leadership standards in other systems, 

which include Ontario, China, the United States and Wales in the United Kingdom, are 

provided. Fourthly, Western Australia’s response to the national standard, by way of four 

documents - the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 

2018c), documents pertaining to the realignment for selection of principals, the Principal 

Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), and the Western Australian Future Leaders 

Framework (DoE, 2021a), is considered. 
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Precursor to the Development of the National Standards across Australia 

Prior to the development of the Australian Professional Standards for Principals, leadership 

standards in Australia were not a foreign concept in the national education landscape. Indeed, 

in a number of national education systems, professional bodies and organisations had 

developed a variety of frameworks and leadership standards that provided scaffolds that 

allowed principals to identify areas for self-development within varied leadership domains 

(Anderson et al., 2007; Dinham et al., 2013). 

 

As outlined earlier in this thesis, the Australian Professional Standards for Principals 

(AITSL, 2014) document itself was released and adopted nationally in 2011, after extensive 

consultation had taken place with relevant stakeholders and a trialling process in 2009. That 

said, because Australia does not have a single school system, how ‘the Standard’ was to be 

used within each jurisdiction was up to the discretion of each relevant state authority 

responsible for overseeing education. This matter will be elaborated on further in the next 

section of this chapter. 

 

Continual reference has been made in this exposition so far to the notion that, 

internationally, over the last three decades, the role of the principal has been one of 

increasing complexity and diversity because of a national emphasis on standards, testing, 

curriculum, and decentralisation (Anderson et al., 2007; Caldwell, Calnin & Cahill, 2002; 

Dinham, 2007; Harris, 2011; Mumford, 2002; Murphy, 2017). Furthermore, there was a 

perceptual shift from an administration and management paradigm to one of instructional 

leadership. That was a genuine paradigm shift in the sense that there was a concerted focus 

by school principals on improving teaching and learning. It occurred in parallel to the idea of 

decentralisation in the 1990s and resulted in work commencing around the development of 
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leadership standards in the US, UK and Australia (Christie, Thompson, & Whitely, 2009; 

Dinham, Anderson, Caldwell & Weldon, 2011; Gurr, 2014; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Wildy & 

Clarke, 2008). These were presented as exhaustive lists of competencies that attempted to 

capture what principals were supposed to do in their schools. While they were conducive to 

supporting the development of leadership programs by professional institutions, they tended 

to materialise more as an assessment tool rather than as something that could help one to 

promote professional growth and development. In the last decade however, the emphasis in 

the lists has moved more towards being identified as capabilities that were articulated as 

frameworks that promoted more widely than previously the idea of adaptability and 

flexibility, and acknowledging the context of the school in which a principal found himself or 

herself. 

 

Prior to the development and subsequent release of the AISTL Australian Professional 

Standards for Principals (AITSL, 2014), the ACER, on behalf of the Federal Department of 

Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), carried out an audit of the national 

education system. That revealed a myriad of leadership frameworks that had been developed 

by professional associations, systems and consortia in an effort to capture the essence of 

leadership in such a way that it could promote the development of principals in an education 

system. What was revealed too, was that many of those frameworks were merely content 

standards that underpinned the notion of principal assessment. More noteworthy, was the fact 

that none of those identified had been adopted on any consistent level and, as such, were not 

utilised for the appointment or formal appraisal of principals. Furthermore, none were utilised 

for principal development at any level (Dinham et al., 2011; Dinham, Ingvarson, & 

Kleinhenz, 2008; Gurr & Drysdal, 2015; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Wildy & Clarke, 2008). 
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Moreover, up until recently, with official registration being necessary, principals only 

required a four-year teaching qualification to lead a school. 

While authorities in various jurisdictions, such as those of the nation’s Catholic 

education systems and the independent school systems, required in some cases that principals 

have an underlying education philosophy and have achieved post graduate qualifications 

(Gurr, 2014; Gurr & Drysdale, 2015), the authorities of the public education system imposed 

no such requirements. Thus, across all three education sectors, standards for principals had no 

influence on principal selection or teacher qualification relative to promotion to the role of 

principal. This was so, despite a diverse suite of leadership programs existing in Australia 

prior to the 2011 release of the ‘Standard’. 

 

At the turn of the last millennia and prior to the development of ‘the Standard’, every 

education system had developed some form of standard or framework. Many of those were 

shared through such organisations as The Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs (MCEEYTA), which established a matrix of standards that 

combined both teacher and leader standards for future system-wide work in developing those 

at a national level. 

 

Western Australia 

In Western Australia, as outlined in Chapter Five, practices for principal development and 

selection were no different to anywhere else in Australia, despite the existence of the short-

lived principal appraisal process trialled in the late 1990s (Wallace, 1994). While, during that 

process, areas in which a school’s principal might require development were identified, 

ultimate responsibility for undertaking that rested with the principals themselves. Beyond 
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that, there were only limited structures or supports available apart from those offered by 

professional associations that targeted school principal development. 

 

While several authorities in education jurisdictions across Australia were exploring and 

developing their own leadership frameworks, those overseeing the Western Australian public 

education sector were not silent either. Personnel from the Western Australian Department of 

Education, now the Department of Education (DoE), working with Edith Cowan University 

and Murdoch University academics through the Western Australian Leadership Centre, now 

known as the Leadership Institute (Anderson et al., 2007; Wildy & Pepper, 2005), developed 

the Performance Standards for School Leaders (DETWA, 2001a). The Centre had been 

established by the Western Australian Department of Education and Training to assist in 

developing leadership potential. 

 

After a decade of work involving the examination of both national and international 

standards, supported by interviews with state school leaders, the results were operationalised 

in 1999 for Western Australian public education school leaders (Ingvarson et al., 2006; Wildy 

& Louden, 1999). A dedicated website was established concurrently, on which the purpose of 

the Western Australian standards and how they would be used by Western Australian school 

principals were articulated. In addition to this, those involved in the conceptualisation of the 

standards conducted workshops across Western Australia, including regional settings. The 

resulting Performance Standards for School Leaders (DETWA, 2001a) underpinned the 

Western Australian Leadership Centre’s professional learning programs for school leaders 

(Department of Education and Training, 2007b), while they were also utilised by the 

Department’s recruitment personnel for the identification and selection of Level 5 and Level 

6 principals. 
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The DoE also released a new principal performance management process that was 

aligned to the leadership framework. That was also developed by the previously noted 

stakeholders. The associated principal review process was undertaken following the 

conducting of a formal school review that was undertaken by District Office personnel. They 

assessed the effectiveness of the leadership practices and programs related to student 

performance within the school. 

 

Using the aforementioned framework, principals of schools were required to review 

themselves across four broad domains: education leadership, staff management, resource 

management, and maintaining and creating a safe learning environment. As with the previous 

1993 trial with The Principals’ Performance Management Project (Wallace, 1994), principal 

development proposals, despite being signed off by the District Director, rested with the 

principal (Department of Education and Training, 2006a) However, unlike the 1993 trial, 

principals were also required to undertake a 360-degree feedback process that was 

coordinated through the Leadership Centre (Department of Education and Training, 2006b). 

The result of this appraisal process then acted as the basis on which a principal and district 

director would discuss perceived areas of strength and weakness for the principal to consider 

for development for his or her professional growth development plan. After this meeting, a 

plan was then to be agreed upon, and principals were requested to establish a timeline for a 

mid-cycle review regarding its enactment before the final review meeting regarding the 

enactment of the plan. After this, the cycle was to begin again. In reality though, these review 

meetings were very much a ‘hit and miss affair,’ being left with a principal to enact while he 

or she managed and oversaw the day-to-day operations of the school they lead. 
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National Standards 

Development 

Considering the matter more broadly, school leadership, and more specifically the role that 

principals play in influencing student achievement, are recognised as essential to improving 

student outcomes and driving improvement agendas for school personnel (Barber, Whelan & 

Clark, 2010; Dinham, 2008; Dinham et al., 2011; Harris, 2009; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

To this end, professional standards for principals were seen as having the ability to play a 

significant role in their selection, development and evaluation, notwithstanding the intended 

purpose of their establishment in the first place. Furthermore, it is held, standards have the 

capacity, depending on the way they are communicated, to outline to the wider community 

the practices, values and knowledge required for the role of the principal. 

 

In Australia, aside from the influences that the development of leadership standards and 

research from the US, UK, New Zealand and Canada were having on the debate on these, 

there was, as already argued, a diverse range of standards, be they content standards or 

performance standards, present across the nation’s education jurisdictions (Louden & Wildy, 

1999; Mulford, 2008; Wildy & Pepper, 2005). The work undertaken in the development of 

the National Professional Standard for Teachers had further fuelled movement in the form of 

a request made to the Australian Council for Educational Research to “consider standards 

for… accomplished leaders” (Dinham et al., 2013, p. 470). However, a decision was made to 

produce a single standard for the nation’s principals and, consequently, work commenced on 

them in 2010. 

 

Due to the tension that already existed between the various jurisdictions regarding the 

creation of a single standard, this work was led by Professor Dame Patricia Collarbone, who 
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was brought in from the UK on the grounds that she had no vested interest in the results. 

Furthermore, AITSL established both an external expert steering group and an internal expert 

group drawn from various stakeholders. The task of these, was to undertake critical reviews 

of feedback and research involving over 550 stakeholders (Dinham, 2011). Those helped in 

establishing five guiding principles for the initial draft of the Standard. They were as follows: 

privilege the skills and knowledge specific to educational leadership; reflect the complexity 

and changing nature of contemporary school leadership; recognise the collaborative nature of 

school leadership; encourage a futures focused leadership capacity; and guide principal 

preparation, development programs and self-reflection to meet the needs of school leaders in 

different contexts (AITSL, 2010; Dinham et al., 2013). Furthermore, the research undertaken 

during the development stage of ‘the Standard’ identified the pivotal role that context can 

play in influencing leadership practices and the application of a principal’s knowledge and 

skills to the complexities of the culture that existed in a school. Dinham et al. (2013, p. 471) 

articulated this position when describing the school context in which the principal operated as 

“…unique and of critical importance. The size of the school, the age of students, its 

traditions, location and other community factors mean that the standard must be applicable to 

the diverse nature of Australian schools.”  

 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals 

As already described, the Australian Professional Standard for Principals, known as ‘the 

Standard ’, is a “public statement setting out what school principals are expected to know, 

understand and do to succeed in their work” (Australian Institute Teaching and School 

Leadership [AITSL], 2017, p. 3). ‘The Standard’ was released in 2011 as an integrated model 

that acknowledged that effective principals shared qualities and capabilities that were 

identified as being common to high quality leadership. These capabilities and qualities were 
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articulated in the form of three leadership requirements: vision and values; knowledge and 

understanding; and personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills. It was held that 

principals should demonstrate these across five areas of professional practice: leading 

teaching and learning; developing self and others; leading improvement, innovation and 

change; leading the management of the school; and engaging and working with the 

community (AITSL, 2010; 2015; 2016; 2017; Dinham, 2011). The relationship in question is 

depicted in Figure 2 below. Finally, ‘the Standard’ provided an overview of practice through 

a third dimension, that of leadership emphasis, which comprised four foci: operational, 

relational, strategic and systematic. 

 

Figure 2. The Standard for Principals. 

Source: (AITSL, 2017, p. 11). 

 

Overall, what was provided can be termed a leadership emphasis lens. In its structure, it 

reflected the dynamic nature of schools and the contexts in which principals operated, while 

also acknowledging their career development. It was noted too that, while career stage had 

the potential to influence the actions that a principal was likely to take, this was not always 
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the case as “effective principals will apply the appropriate leadership emphasis” in relation to 

the context of the school they are leading, regardless of their career stage (AITSL, 2017, p. 

24). 

 

Furthermore, ‘the Standard’ was developed in a manner aimed at ensuring that it would 

remain applicable to principals, regardless of the context in which they found themselves 

leading. Thus, it was considered that, while the five professional practices remained 

consistent, the emphasis that a principal placed on these practices would change depending 

on their operating context, their capability, and the stage in which they were in their career 

(AITSL, 2017). Moreover, following the release of ‘the Standard’, work was undertaken by 

AITSL to develop ‘Leadership Profiles.’ These were released in 2014. Entitled, ‘Leadership 

Profiles’, they described in more detail the professional practices and the leadership 

requirements.  They not only articulated actions that principals should undertake, they also 

provided a “comprehensive developmental framework for current and aspiring principals” 

(AITSL, 2017, p. 5). In doing so, it was argued, they supported principals by promoting 

learning and growth, while acknowledging the dynamic nature of school leadership. 

 

Comparison of Leadership Standards to other Systems 

While the Australian Professional Standard for Principals was released in 2011 for Australian 

school leaders, authorities in other education systems were developing, or had developed, 

their own standards or frameworks for leadership. What is found when examining these 

frameworks and standards is that, regardless of the system for which a standard or framework 

was developed, they often shared similar traits. That was largely due to the fact that, 

irrespective of the context, the role of leadership within schools remained, by and large, 

similar once one moved beyond the roles and responsibilities (Dinham et al., 2013; Ingvarson 
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et al., 2006; Murphy, 2017; Silcox & MacNeill, 2021). Moreover, while in some systems, as 

was the case in the United States and China, standards were developed that were used as an 

evaluation tool. In others, such as Ontario, Canada, leadership frameworks were developed 

that could be used, not just for leadership development, but also for evaluation. 

 

The next section of the present chapter now briefly reviews the standards or 

frameworks in Ontario, China, the United States and Wales in comparison with to ‘the 

Standard’ in Australia. The diversity of constituencies chosen should help to broaden on 

possibilities in the field. 

 

Ontario, Canada 

In 2006, authorities in the province of Ontario in Canada released The Ontario Leadership 

Framework (OLF) (IEL, 2013). In 2013, it was then significantly revised. 

 

Unlike the Australian ‘Standard’, the OLF was applicable to aspiring and current school 

leaders, as well as system leaders, and was not just confined to principals. Also, it could be 

utilised for recruitment, development, and selection processes. To support this, the 2013 

iteration of the OLF included Personal Leadership Resources (IEL, 2013) pertinent to 

leadership selection and recruitment. This resource was envisaged as a compact, practical 

guide to the Ontario Leadership Framework that both school and system leaders could put to 

use daily. 

 

The OLF identified what was deemed to be a way to provide insights for aspiring 

leaders regarding what they need to learn to be successful, while acting as a reflection and 

self-assessment tool for those already operating in a principal’s role. Furthermore, the Ontario 
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Institute for Education Leadership argued that the framework was “a key source of objectives 

for leadership developers in the province and one transparent, defensible basis on which to 

assess and provide feedback about the quality of leadership enacted in school” (Leithwood, 

2012, p. 4). In addition, while the Australian ‘Standard’ was centred around the principal, the 

OLF was reflective of both individual leadership practices and organisational practices. 

 

The leadership practices described in the OLF were based upon research pertaining to 

school leadership, with supporting evidence about leadership derived from organisations that 

existed outside of education, also drawn upon. That said, the source of the evidence on which 

the original 2006 Successful Leadership Practices was established, and on which the 2012 

revision was built, signified that the organisational level to which those were most closely 

connected empirically was that of the school. That work, like the Australian ‘Standard’, was 

undertaken in consultation with various education stakeholders on Ontario, and the 

characteristics and subsequent practices were measured in relation to improvement in student 

learning and achievement across 49 Ontario school systems (Leithwood, 2013). 

 

Similar to the situation in relation to the Australian ‘Standard’ not being mandated, the 

2013 OLF was intended for use to articulate practices that were deemed useful for leadership 

development by aligning practices across schools and districts. Effort was expected to try and 

ensure that they were contextualised, and provided opportunity to identify areas of strength 

and potential weakness that could then be refined and developed by leaders as required. 

Furthermore, it was stressed, the practices and processes were not to be seen as checklists and 

were not to be utilised simply as a set of competencies. Rather, they were meant to be tools 

for promoting discussion and growth (Bolden, 2004; Bolden & Gosling, 2006; Carroll, Levy 

& Richmond, 2008; Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood, 2011; Leithwood, 2013; Leithwood, K., & 



170 

Jantzi, D, 2008; Leithwood, K., Patten, S. & Jantzi, D, 2010). In decreeing thus, the OLF, 

according to its developers, paved a “flexible pathway to effective leadership” that could be 

“applied to a wide variety of leadership roles and situations” (IEL, 2013, p. 2). 

 

While it was acknowledged in the OLF, that no schools, or regions for that matter, are 

alike, and that achievement goals and leadership challenges vary considerably, it did provide 

a shared vision of leadership and a common leadership development language aimed at 

enabling a “coherence of leadership across the entire education system” in the approach 

adopted (IEL, 2013, p. 3). In this regard, it served a similar purpose to that of the Australian 

‘Standard’, which promoted a “shared vision, clarity of understanding and a common 

language around effective high-impact school leadership” (AITSL, 2014, p. 4).  

 

Finally, and again similar to the situation regarding the Australian ‘Standard’, five core 

leadership capacities were identified in the OLF: setting goals, aligning resources with 

priorities, promoting collaborative learning cultures, using data, and engaging in courageous 

conversations embedded, unlike the Australian ‘Standard’, in all “provincially-sponsored 

professional learning and resources for school” leaders (IEL, 2013, p. 8). Sitting alongside 

this, is a suite of personal leadership resources listed under the categories of cognitive, social 

and psychological resources that effective leaders are inclined to possess and draw on when 

enacting the leadership practices. These had been developed by the Ontario Institute for 

Education Leadership. 
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China 

China formerly introduced national principal standards in 2013, following the lead taken by a 

number of countries, including the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom in the 

preceding decades, where the role that the principal can play in bringing about improved 

student achievement was acknowledged (Fullan & Dinham, 2012; Hallinger, 2018; Hallinger, 

2020; Liu, Xu, Grant, Strong & Fang, 2015; Murphy, 2017; Tan, 2015; Wei, 2017). Unlike in 

Australia and the United States, the national government exerts control over all schooling 

across China by way of the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (MoE), 

with the implementation of various policies and strategies developed by it being carried out 

by provincial and local departments of education. Thus, while the Professional Standards for 

Compulsory School Principals (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China 

[MoE], 2013) were developed, and subsequently released, by the MoE, this was not the case 

with the Australian ‘Standard’, which was developed by AITSL, who left it to the discretion 

of state education jurisdictions as to how they were going to be used and implemented. 

 

In China’s Professional Standards for Compulsory Schools’ Principals, the basic 

requirements of the MoE for “the professional quality of qualified principals of compulsory 

education schools” were outlined (MoE, 2013, p. 1). That varied from the Australian 

‘Standard’ in that local education administrative regions were required to report to the MoE 

as to how the professional standards were being communicated and implemented. It included 

how local education authorities, departments and bureaus of education created policy 

pertaining to their use. Again, this differed to the Australian situation; while the Australian 

‘Standard’ was a public statement that articulated the role of the principal in a broad sense. 
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China’s Professional Standards for Compulsory Schools’ Principals were identified as a 

way to strengthen the influence of the principal’s role in schools and to provide a code of 

conduct for professional development (MoE, 2013). Furthermore, they were used for the 

management of principals’ performance, including the creation of principal preparation 

materials. The latter is something that was certainly not the case in Australia because, for 

example, while the Australian ‘Standard’ was used for principal selection in Western 

Australia, anything beyond that was discretionary in intent. That said, both China’s 

Professional Standards for Compulsory School’s Principals and the Australian ‘Standard’ 

were intended to enhance principal professionalism. 

 

China’s Professional Standards for Compulsory Schools’ Principals included five 

specific principles: morality first, talents cultivating orientation, leading the development, 

emphasis on abilities, and life-long learning (Liu et al., 2017; MoE, 2013). These five 

principles were then expanded out as 60 indicators to provide principals, in their daily roles, 

with the liberty to make adjustments for the context of the school that they led. In the 

Australian ‘Standard’, there are five focus areas, that are detailed at increasing levels of 

proficiency through the leadership profiles that build on the ‘Standard’. The difference lies in 

that China’s standards take on a competency role rather than the simple descriptive nature of 

the Australian ‘Standard.’ 

 

The United States 

The first iteration of professional standards for school leaders in the United States was 

published by the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) in 1996. At that time, they 

became known as the ISLLC Standards for School Leaders (Interstate School Leadership 

Licensure Consortium, 1996). Those provided a framework on which education policy 
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pertaining to leadership could be developed and they supported a growing acknowledgment 

that the domain of school leaders in education required reviewing (Bridges, 1977; Campbell, 

Fleming, Newell & Bennion, 1987; Griffiths, 1988; Murphy, 2017). In 2008, they were 

adjusted slightly to take account of the results of empirical research on leadership and 

standards, but the original six standards from the 1996 version were retained. However, of the 

shift in the role of the principal from simply that of administration to one of improving 

teaching and learning for students was acknowledged (Beck, 1994; Goodard, Goodard & 

Tschannenp-Moran, 2007; Halverson, Grigg, Prichett & Thomas, 2007; Marks & Printy, 

2003). In 2015, as reported earlier in this thesis, they were again reviewed to more accurately 

reflect the changing demands of the principal’s role in schools and of the education 

landscape. Again, they were informed by the empirical research of that time and became 

known as the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) (Cosner, 2011; Drago-

Severson, 2012; Ingle, Rutledge & Bishop, 2011; Hoy, 2012; May & Supovitz, 2011). 

Overall, the National Policy Board for Educational Administration (NPBEA) believed that 

the US standards defined the quality and nature of a principal’s work and created a guide for 

professional practice in terms of how principals were developed, accredited, hired, evaluated 

and supervised. 

 

By clearly articulating the values and scope of work that was deemed to be 

representative of the profession, the NPBEA and its consortium of professional organisations, 

including the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP), National 

Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), and American Association of School 

Administrators, (AASA), proposed through the standards how practitioners could achieve the 

outcomes that the profession demanded and that the public expected. The PSEL apply to all 

school principals in the US and, as espoused by the NPBEA (2015), have provided a large 
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focus on students and student learning. Furthermore, and unlike the Australian context, these 

form the basis on which certification to become a principal is based. Also, various 

professional accreditation associations have aligned their programs. 

 

Like the Australian Standard, the PSEL in the US were also created to support principal   

development. On that, they were described as the compass that “guides the direction of 

practice directly as well as indirectly through the work of policy makers, professional 

associations and supporting institutions” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 4). Similarly, the Australian 

‘Standard’ was not intended to assist those advocating for specific actions in leadership 

practice. Rather, they were to guide the principal and define the nature of his or her work. 

 

Like the Australian ‘Standard’ too, the US standards exemplify a research and practice-

based awareness of the positive correlation between educational leadership and student 

learning. The creators argued that improving student learning requires that one adopt a 

holistic view to leadership. On that, school leaders, they argued, need to focus on how they 

promote the learning, achievement, development, and well-being of every student. 

 

The PSEL, as articulated by the NPBEA, proposed that the interdependent domains, 

qualities and values of leadership work are integral to student success. They argue too, that 

they are also applicable to school leaders regardless of the context in which they work. Ten 

domains were identified: mission, vision, and core values; ethics and professional norms; 

equity and cultural responsiveness; curriculum, instruction and assessment; community of 

care and support for students; professional capacity of school personnel; professional 

community for teachers and staff; meaningful engagement of families and community; 

operations and management; and school improvement. 
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Wales 

The professional standards for teaching and leadership were developed in Wales in 

partnership with teachers, consortia, and other key stakeholders across the nation. To that 

end, they had stakeholder involvement. However, unlike the Australian ‘Standard’, it took 

just 18 months to develop them. At the time, the Welsh standards underpinned professional 

learning certification for aspiring school leaders, something that was not required in 

Australia. On the other hand, like the Australian ‘Standard’, the Welsh standards were 

utilised by school leaders as a framework for professional development and by education 

department personnel in the recruitment and selection of school leaders. 

 

Currently, in Wales, there are five key standards concentrated on the essential elements 

of every teacher and school leader’s work. The standards recognise the key role that head 

teachers perform to ensure the delivery of education policy, as articulated in the Welsh 

Assembly Government Paving Document, The Learning Country (Davidson, 2004). The 

standards are set out in three parts: the core purpose of the headteacher, the core attributes of 

headship, and the six key areas of headship. They embody three underlying principles of the 

work of headteachers in Wales. These are learning centred, focused on leadership, and 

professionally oriented.  

 

The standards in Wales guided a 2004 revision of the National Standards of what 

underpinned the knowledge and skills, personal qualities and values, professional 

characteristics and actions described in the six key areas of headship. These are shaping the 

future, leading learning and teaching, managing the organisation, developing self and 

working with others, securing accountability, and strengthening community. 
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The primary purpose of the National Standards for headteachers in Wales is to provide 

a framework for professional development. This suggests that the Australian Standard could 

be utilised for such a purpose. They underpin criteria for the award of the National 

Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) in Wales and are reflected in the other 

programmes that make up the National Headship Development Programme (NHDP). Further 

to this, and similar to how the standards have been applied in Australia and other education 

jurisdictions, the Welsh Standards are meant to “assist in the processes of selection, 

recruitment and performance management of headteachers, clearly defining what should be 

expected from the role of a headteacher” (Department of Training and Education, 2004, p. 3)  

 

WA response to the National Standards 

Ingvarson and Kleinhenz (2006) argued that a powerful way of using standards to support 

leaders’ professional learning is to incorporate them into a standards-based professional 

learning system that requires participants to gather and present for assessment evidence of 

having met the standards. They argued that the most effective sets of leadership standards 

involves being able to indicate, not only what leaders should aim to achieve and the kinds of 

professional learning required to achieve it, but also the kind of evidence they would need to 

produce to show that the standards are met. The key here is the extent to which the profession 

itself can play a strong role in providing a standards-guided professional learning system 

(Ingvarson & Anderson, 2007). 

 

‘The Standard’ appears to have had little influence on primary principals and how they 

go about their work in the Western Australian public education system. While there may have 

been an initial wave of enthusiasm with their release and the accompanying professional 

learning, there appeared to be very little change for Western Australian primary principals 
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themselves. The ‘Standard’ was not utilised in the performance appraisal of principals. As a 

result, nothing of a formal nature currently exists. A 2021 Principal Performance Trial was 

stalled due to wage negotiations involving the Department of Education, the State Schools 

Teachers Union of Western Australia (SSTUWA) and the Principals Federation of Western 

Australia (PFWA). 

 

What is noticeable in official documents of the Department of Education’s website 

portal for employees entitled, Information and Knowledge Online (IKON), is that the 

“Guidelines for reflection and selection of evidence” (Department of Education, 2022a) for 

principal professional review make no reference to ‘the Standard’. Instead, principals are 

directed to the Principal Professional Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b), which is considered 

later in this chapter. 

  

‘The Standard’, however, is used for the selection of DoE school principals, in that, 

applicants are expected to “illustrate their capacity in the three leadership requirements… 

vision and values; knowledge and understanding; and personal qualities, social and 

interpersonal skills” (Department of Education, 2017, p. 5), and across the five professional 

practices. The latter are leading teaching and learning, developing self and others, leading 

improvement, innovation and change, leading the management of the school, and engaging 

and working with the community (AITSL, 2011). Outside of this process, the influence of 

‘the Standard’ appears to be non-essential. Nonetheless, it exerted influence in a variety of 

ways across professional organisations in terms of encouraging them to align their 

professional development opportunities for school leaders with it. 
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The most observable changes in the Western Australian public education sector 

occurred in three ways: a realignment of selection criteria for school principals, the 

establishment of a leadership strategy which included the development of leadership profiles, 

and the development of the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework (WAFLF) that 

was launched in 2021. The next section of this chapter will now briefly analyse what these 

documents were intended to do and how they interacted with ‘the Standard’ relative to 

Western Australian principals within the public education system. 

 

Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 - 2021 

The Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c) was 

launched in July 2018 by the Acting Director General, Jennifer McGrath. She stated that the 

strategy would introduce “new elements to the programs and processes already in place,” 

would include initiatives that identified “those with high leadership potential,” and would 

provide “opportunities for them to gain the requisite experience to prepare for future 

leadership roles” (DoE, 2018, p. 2). This strategic policy was developed from work 

undertaken by Dr Ben Jensen from Learning First, an education and consulting group whose 

members support governments and states with reform strategies for their school systems. He 

was commissioned to develop a comprehensive school leadership strategy that “incorporated 

the full leadership lifecycle of identifying, nurturing, developing and supporting aspiring, 

beginning, current and senior leaders” (Department of Education, 2016. p. 3). Jensen’s work 

involved tying policy reform to change in the classroom, elements that are now present in the 

Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021. 

 

The Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 laid the 

foundations on which principal selection could be built and later refined. Leadership 
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identification and development was initiated on the 2021 launch of the Western Australia 

Future Leaders Framework (DoE, 2021a). Principals now were expected to base their 

professional reflection upon the 2018 Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 

2018b). All of these measures had been recommended in Jensen’s 2016 report to the 

Department of Education. Moreover, they were detailed in the language of leadership 

articulated within ‘the Standard’ and accompanying leadership profiles. Indeed, it was 

explicitly stated that principals would match “their knowledge, qualities, experiences and 

skills” (AITSL, 2017, p. 10) and use the “common language around effective and high-

impact school leadership” (AITSL, 2017, p. 4) that was a primary intention of ‘the Standard’. 

 

The Director General identified four focus areas within the Western Australian Public 

School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c). These were talent identification and 

selection; leadership development and support; performance improvement, management and 

feedback; and system leadership. For each of these focus areas, 18 priority actions to be 

undertaken over the stipulated four-year period were outlined.  Nine principles that were 

central to the strategy underpinned them. These nine “driving principles” (DoE, 2018c, p. 4) 

implicitly drew on current research pertaining to principal development, education context, 

and principal performance, in acknowledging that the context principals operated in had 

shifted and that a “school leader” needed “to adapt their leadership skills to the new world” 

(DoE, 2018c, p. 4). 

 

The Director General’s subsequent Focus 2021 (DoE, 2020) and Focus 2022 (DoE, 

2021b) documents both indicated that Department personnel’s focus remained “unchanged” 

(DoE, p, 1, 2021b) from Focus 2019, upon which the Western Australian Public School 

Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 2018c) was based. The 2021 and 2022 documents 
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detailed, and further expanded upon, particular actions pertaining to leadership in the original 

Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 document. For example, 

it was stated in Focus 2021 (DoE, 2020, p. 4) that schools would be supported in the 

implementation of a principal professional review process. This was connected with focus 

area 3 of the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021, which 

stated that there would be “better and more consistent self-reflection by principals about their 

performance” (DoE, 2018, p. 6). That, in turn, connected back to the development of the 

principal performance tool of 2018 (DoE, 2018b), which is examined later in this chapter. 

Moreover, Focus 2022 stated that support will be provided to schools to “implement an 

enhanced Principal Professional Review process” (DoE, 2021b, p. 4). 

 

Given the nature of this strategic document and its intended audience, one would expect 

that ‘the Standard’ might feature prominently. This however, was not the case. Indeed, the 

only reference that can be found acknowledging its existence comes within focus area 3 

where it is stated that “the AITSL Principal Professional Standard has provided principals 

with an important benchmark for their practice” (DoE, 2018, p. 7). On that, the Director 

General indicated that Department personnel were to “unpack the standard into a series of 

descriptions of different levels of leadership proficiency” (DoE, 2018, p. 7) in developing the 

Principal Performance Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b). 

 

Primary Principal Selection  

Primary school principal selection in the Western Australian public education sector legally 

falls under the Public Sector Management Act 1994. That said, the selection criteria were 

endorsed by the Director General of Education at the time. Prior to the release of ‘the 

Standard’, applicants for a position as a Western Australian primary school principal were 
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required to address their application in relation to four criteria. The first was that applicants 

were required to demonstrate capacity to provide effective leadership in a diverse range of 

education settings. Secondly, applicants were to have a high level of interpersonal and public 

relations skills that demonstrated the ability to establish and maintain effective working 

relationships to achieve planned outcomes. Thirdly, they needed to demonstrate professional 

knowledge and the ability to apply this knowledge to ensure a high level of educational 

outcomes for all students, including Aboriginal students, students from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, and students with special needs. Lastly, they were required to understand 

system policies and procedures and demonstrate capacity to manage staff, physical and 

financial resources (Department of Education, 2010). Applicants needed to address these 

criteria across the two domains of leadership and management. 

 

In 2017, the recruitment and section processes were aligned with the Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals and, for the first time, applicants were required to 

demonstrate their capacity to address the five professional practices: effective leadership in 

teaching and learning; developing self and others; leading improvement, innovation and 

change; leading the management of the school; and engaging and working with the 

community. They were required also to demonstrate their capacity in relation to the three 

leadership requirements of vision and values, knowledge and understanding, and personal 

qualities, social and interpersonal skills. An important element of these criteria was the 

additional statement that applicants needed to consider “the business needs and context of the 

school” within their applications. An additional statement was that recruitment personnel in 

the Department acknowledged that “all schools sit within their own unique community” 

(AITSL, 2017, p. 6). Thus, one of the premises articulated by ‘the Standard’, namely, that 

leadership was contextual, was honoured. 
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The nature of the endorsed DoE job description form for principals was the second 

influence that was felt by Western Australian primary school principals. They had to 

contextualise their roles and experiences within this new framework in order to apply for 

promotional positions within the Department. Further to this, the selection process embodied 

AITSL’s notion that ‘the Standard’ would “promote a shared … and common language 

around effective high-impact school leadership” (AITSL, 2017, p. 4). On the surface, this 

appeared to be a small shift in the language that was being used for principal selection. At the 

very least, it forced educators to familiarise themselves with the language that was being 

articulated within ‘the Standard’, along with the professional requirements that were 

espoused within it. 

 

Within the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 (DoE, 

2018c), the Director General identified that Department personnel would be reviewing their 

“leadership selection processes” in 2019 in order to become more confident that they were 

“selecting the right people for leadership positions” and that “leadership capabilities and 

personal qualities” would be “foregrounded in the re-designed process” (DoE, 2018c, p. 7). 

Given that the previous selection process was built around ‘the Standard’ and was one of the 

first documents to refer Western Australian principals to ‘the Standard’, it could have been 

assumed by interested observers that future refinement would see further explicit links being 

made to ‘the Standard.’ On that, as already noted in this chapter, the pilot of a new process 

commenced in 2021, and while still in its development stages, with only a select number of 

positions utilising this process, the principal selection and placement (PSP) Pilot multi-stage 

application process did not, however, make explicit links to ‘the Standard’. To this end, it 

was unlike the previous process and the one that still applied to the vast majority of principal 

selection processes for Western Australian public education principals. Instead, it utilises 
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both the six professional domains of practice as outlined in the Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool (DoE, 2018b) and the six personal attributes in Department’s Leadership 

Attributes in the Department’s 2021 document ‘Personal Attributes for Leadership’ (DoE, 

2021b) which formed a part of the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework (DoE, 

2021a). 

 

The latter situation is not surprising, given that the 2019 review of selection processes 

for principals in Western Australian public schools stated that its goal was  

to design an effective, efficient and achievable means by which competing applicants 

for principal roles can be identified, assessed, compared and confirmed in relation to 

the extent to which they possess the professional practices and personal qualities 

required to lead a modern Western Australian public school (Department of Education, 

2018e). 

Moreover, while the principal performance improvement tool was “aligned with the 

Australian Principal Standard and Leadership Profiles” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1), it was even more 

closely aligned with ‘Classrooms First’ (DoE, 2007a) and the Department’s strategic plan. 

That made it “directly applicable to the context and circumstances of public education in 

Western Australia” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1,). In this case, the links to ‘the Standard’ were implicit 

and not supportive of the common language of leadership development that ‘the Standard’ 

espoused. Rather, it created another leadership genre specific to the Western Australian 

public school context. Furthermore, while an implicit link to ‘the Standard’ could be made 

with the six professional domains of practice outlined in the Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool, the same cannot be said of the six personal attributes taken from 

Department’s Leadership Attributes which came from the work that was undertaken in the 

development of the WAFLF. Additionally, at no point within the outline of information 
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provided to applicants in the ‘Principal Selection Process - Information for Applicants’ 

(Government of Western Australia, 2022) is there any reference, either explicit or implicit, to 

‘the Standard’. This would suggest that while influential in the creation of earlier documents 

pertaining to selection, ‘the Standard’ had now been relegated to a ‘backseat’ in both the 

rhetoric and selection of principals in the Western Australian public education system. 

 

Principal Performance Improvement Tool  

The Principal Performance Improvement Tool (PPIT) was alluded to by the Director General 

in the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021 document in the 

third focus area, namely, performance improvement, management and feedback. 

Furthermore, it became a prominent feature in the Western Australian public education 

system in relation to principal development and, more recently, principal selection. 

Additionally, it is one of the documents that was utilised for the Principal Selection Process 

from which principals were asked to develop lines of inquiry in analysing their performance 

and identifying directions for future professional growth. 

 

In supporting the development of the PPIT, the Director General stated that the “quality 

of teaching and learning in the public school system is primarily in the hands of those who 

lead our schools” (DoE, 2018c, p. 1). This statement was reflective of the results of research 

pertaining to leadership in schools and the influence it can have on student performance 

improvement (Brumley, 2011; González-Falcón et al., 2020; Hallinger & Heck, 1999; Ubben 

et al., 2016; Yang, 2014). Also, as already noted in this chapter, this tool for development 

was aligned with the Australian Principal Standard and Leadership Profiles. 
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The PPIT was developed with the support of Professor Geoff Masters, Chief Executive 

Officer of the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), with the intention to 

describe the work and practices of Western Australian principals based on “lived school 

leadership experiences” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1). That was undertaken through an extensive 

consultation process involving Western Australian principals identified as highly effective 

within the public system, as well as with representatives of various professional associations. 

 

In the PPIT, six domains of practice were identified: leading the moral purpose, 

building productive relationships, creating enabling conditions, promoting improved 

teaching, driving data-informed practice, and leading strategic change. These then were 

related to four levels of practice exhibited by principals, which ranged from low level 

practice through to medium and high, and on to outstanding practice. That was promoted as a 

development tool and was said to assist principals in reflecting on and identifying specific 

areas in need of further attention and development. Additionally, while “designed to describe 

different aspects of a principal’s work”, they were also informed by a notion that “reflections 

made in relation to one domain are likely to be related to, and possibly influenced by, 

reflections made in other domains” (DoE, 2018b, p. 2). Moreover, a principal’s performance 

in any of the six domains was seen as being dependent on the context within which the 

principal found himself/herself operating, including “how long they have been a principal, 

how long they have been in the current school, the context in which the school operates and 

internal school factors” (DoE, 2018b, p. 2). 

 

While it could be argued that research pertaining to effective leadership in schools 

supported what was articulated within the document (Barber et al., 2010), it seemed to be 

somewhat in opposition to ‘the Standard’ and the intention of developing a common language 
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specific to leadership development in Australia. That is because it added to the prevailing 

education language and created a stand-alone set of profiles that could act to draw Western 

Australian principals’ attention away from ‘the Standard.’ Given that AITSL released the 

leadership profiles to accompany ‘the Standard’ in 2014, that seemed an unnecessary 

investment of time and energy at a time when AITSL’s intention appeared to be to provide 

clarity and a higher level of understanding of a principal’s role for both the public and the 

profession. Furthermore, the Australian Professional Standards for Principals and the 

Leadership Profiles (AITSL, 2014) articulated exactly what the Department’s PPIT intended. 

 

It was acknowledged in AITSL’s leadership profiles that the acquisition of leadership 

capabilities for principals came about through both formal and informal interactions and that 

they could “help leaders gain a deeper understanding of their leadership strengths” while 

focussing “on their next stage of development” (AITSL, 2014, p. 8). Additionally, in the 

‘Standard’, “the challenging and changing context in which principals work[ed] and the 

diverse settings and variety of situations which they face[d] on a day-to-day basis” (AITSL, 

2014, p. 10) were acknowledged. Thus, again, the authors professed to have designed it to do 

exactly what the Department’s PPIT also professed it wanted to do. Finally, AITSL’s 

leadership profiles, like the four levels of practice outlined in the PPIT, described leadership 

actions to be carried out by principals progressing to “higher levels of proficiency” (AITSL, 

2014, p. 11). 

 

While the authors of the PPIT identified six domains of practice, as already outlined 

both in this chapter and earlier in this thesis, ‘the Standard’ was to be applied across five 

levels of professional practice that operated within three leadership requirements. It was not 

intended to provide suggestions for the Western Australian Department of Education as to 
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how they could or should develop their principals. Yet, one could argue that if the genuine 

intention was to align them with ‘the Standard’, it would seem logical that AITSL’s 

leadership profiles would simply be adopted by the Western Australian public education 

system personnel. However, this does not appear to be happening currently. Rather, it appears 

that Western Australian principals are being drawn away from ‘the Standard’ as a guiding 

document for their development. 

 

Western Australia Future Leaders Framework 

In 2018, work undertaken by DoE personnel culminated in the identification of 12 key 

professional and personal attributes that it was claimed characterised effective school 

principals. The findings from this work aligned with other similar frameworks and research at 

the time, particularly the AITSL Australian Professional Standard for Principals and 

Leadership Profiles (AITSL, 2018). However, Department personnel and stakeholders 

believed also that the attributes had a strongly Western Australian nuance that might serve to 

underpin the State’s first leadership strategy and relate it to Departmental policies and 

processes which were later articulated through the Western Australian Public School 

Leadership Strategy 2018-2021 (DoE, 2018c). The major works that influenced this decision 

were the Principals’ Performance Improvement Tool, already considered in this chapter and 

research carried out in 2018 by Hamilton Associates, a consulting firm from Western 

Australia lead by Peter Hamilton a former Executive Director, Innovation, Performance and 

Research at Department of Education, (DoE, 2018b) on behalf of the DoE regarding the 

personal qualities of effective school leaders. That institution identified six personal qualities 

were identified: openness and capacity for learning, trustworthiness, resilience, interpersonal 

acumen, self-awareness, and drive to excel (DoE, 2018b). 
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The literature review conducted by Hamilton (2018b) identified findings that concurred 

with those of AITSL (2014, p. 4), that “almost all successful leaders draw on the same 

repertoire of core leadership practices and behaviours, with some key personal qualities and 

capabilities explaining the significant variation in leadership effectiveness”. The six 

professional practices already outlined in the previous section, along with six personal 

qualities identified in Hamilton’s research, became a foundation on which the Western 

Australia Future Leaders Framework (DoE, 2021a) was developed. Furthermore, the 

Department’s work with the Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership on the Leadership 

Strategy’s leadership talent identification and development project trial in 2019 (Department 

of Education [DoE], 2018d), and which ran through until 2020 prior to the launch of the 

finalised initiative in 2021, was also influential (DoE, 2021a).  

 

Established in 2009 by the Department of Education and Training in Victoria, the 

Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership was established to support the delivery of 

professional learning and leadership development opportunities across Victoria to develop 

stronger system capability. It sits as one of the Department’s primary resources for equipping 

education leaders in schools, with the “skills and capabilities they need to improve 

educational outcomes for all of Victoria’s children and young people” (Department of 

Education and Training, 2017, p. 4). 

 

The WAFLF is a systemic approach that identified, developed and supported teachers 

and principals deemed to have high potential for leadership positions. While it was provided 

to all schools across Western Australia with the intention of supporting and developing high 

potential leaders to build leadership capability and influence student outcomes, it was not 

mandated. Rather, it was provided to schools and school networks who elected to ‘opt in’ and 
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utilise what was offered through the framework (DoE, 2021a). Essentially, it provided 

principals with simple tools and process guidelines that enabled school leaders to undertake a 

sequenced approach to increasing a pool of future leaders in schools, across networks and the 

system.  

 

The WAFLF is underpinned by the assertion that there are four significant leadership steps 

for school leaders. These are represented below in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Leadership Development Steps 

(Department of Education, 2021a, Leadership development steps Tool ID:l01) 

 

The work mentioned already that was undertaken by the Bastow Institute of Educational 

Leadership and its Talent Management Framework (Victorian Academy of Teaching and 
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Leadership, 2022) was adopted for the trial, and then adapted for the final document so that it 

was applicable to the Western Australian public school context (DoE, 2018d) and work 

carried out by Leadership Institute personnel. The WAFLF itself was developed to enable 

flexibility of use in its application to the varied contexts in which schools exist across the 

Western Australian public education system. Personnel in them had the flexibility to choose 

to use the tools that were applicable to their context and integrate them with school processes 

that may have already existed for leadership development. 

 

The WAFLF was intended to provide accelerated development for individuals with 

high performance and high aptitude for leadership. It was not a formal course. Rather, it 

offered those identified through the process, dedicated support and intensified growth and 

development opportunities to build leadership capability and prepare them to take the next 

step in their leadership journey (DoE, 2021a, Leadership development steps Tool ID: l01). If 

‘the Standard’ was to have any influence in the identification and development of future 

Western Australian primary principals, logic would suggest that this would be a suitable and 

appropriate document to be influenced by ‘the Standard’. However, like the Principal 

Performance Improvement Tool, the ‘Standard’ is largely silent within both the framework 

and the supporting documents that accompany it. There are three exceptions, namely, where 

individuals identify themselves on the leadership development steps matrix (DoE, 2021a, 

Leadership development steps Tool ID: l01) using the five professional practices identified in 

the ‘Standard’. Then, where a reference is made to ‘AITSL frameworks’ (DoE, 2021a) along 

with past feedback and performance data for consideration in discussions between the 

mentors and the identified high potential leader in identifying potential areas for 

development. And finally, in the leadership development opportunities guide (DoE, 2021a, 
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Leadership development opportunities guide Tool ID: D02) by way of a diagram that 

indicated the leadership capability the development opportunity was focussed.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the precursors that lead to the development of the Australian Institute 

for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals in 

2009, including the developments that were being undertaken in Western Australian public 

education system regarding standards prior to their development and subsequent release in 

2011. It then moved into examining the influence that the Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals had on primary principals in Western Australia, through a brief document 

analysis. 

 

The chapter was in four parts. Firstly, it considered the influences that were the 

precursors to the development of national standards, concluding with the development of 

Standards in the Western Australian public education system. Secondly, it examined the 

development of the Australian Professional Standard for Principals. Thirdly, it undertook a 

comparison of Leadership Standards to other Systems, which included Ontario, Canada, 

China, the United States, and Wales in the United Kingdom. Fourthly, it considered Western 

Australia’s response to the National Standard by way of four documents, the Western 

Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2021, documents pertaining to the 

realignment for Selection of principals, the Principal Performance Improvement Tool, and 

the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework. 

 

 



192 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

Introduction 

The aim of the present researcher, in conducting the study reported in this thesis, was to 

arrive at understandings regarding the origins, development, and policies pertaining to 

the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional 

Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) as they relate to Western Australian Public 

Primary Schools principals. The study was carried out, though not reported, in the 

following order. First, an overview of the international developments historically and 

recently in education, as they related to the establishment of principal standards, was 

presented. That was followed by conducting an overview of current Australian 

developments in education, including those taken in response to the influence of 

international developments, and especially in relation to the establishment of standards 

for principals. Finally, an overview of related developments in Western Australia was 

conducted. 

 

All three overviews were conducted in relation to both a system level and a school 

level. A general pattern deduced indicated that, historically, the role of the principal in 

all of these areas of focus shifted from one of managing resources and applying policy 

within a centralised system, to one where principals were leading school communities, 

supporting teacher development, establishing improvement plans for schools, and 

managing resources relative to the specific context of their schools. In many cases, the 

latter situation developed as a direct result of a policy of decentralisation of authority 

pertaining to the leading and managing of schools. 
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The evolution of the role of the principal was such that a point was reached where 

he or she was being held accountable due in part to “the enormous community 

response” which Beasley (1984, p.33) concluded, reinforced “the conviction that 

schools are accountable to their communities, which must have every opportunity to 

understand and participate in the activities of schools.” A related need to better define 

the role of the principal, and, more importantly, identify ways in which principals could 

be measured, assessed, and supported in enacting the duties in a school system arose. 

On that, various education jurisdictions, and the personnel who oversaw their 

operations, argued that when principals focus on developing the core business of 

teaching and learning in schools, student achievement improves (Blaik, Horani & Litz, 

2019; Dewitt, 2020; Lakomski, Eacott et al., 2016; Leithwood, 2019; Mason et al., 

2020; Murphy, 2017). It was conviction about this that prompted policy makers to ask, 

what steps should those overseeing an education system take to ensure quality 

leadership in schools? 

 

The latter question and resultant responses culminated in the development of 

standards and frameworks for guiding principal development and assessment 

internationally, including in the United States, Canada, China, and the United Kingdom. 

Authorities in education jurisdictions in Australia soon followed suit including, as 

detailed already, through AITSL’s release of the Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals’ in 2011. The intention of that ‘Standard’ was twofold. Namely, to provide 

“a public statement setting out what school principals are expected to know, understand 

and do to succeed in their work” (AITSL, 2015) and to create a common genre 

pertaining to principal leadership in Australia.  
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Since that time, leadership profiles have been developed that principals can use in 

developing their own leadership capabilities. In the interim, not all of the intentions of 

‘the Standard’ have been achieved. What is clearly evident internationally, nationally 

and locally too, is that there has been an increase in dialogue around the importance of 

the role that principals play in improving student academic achievement. And, in the 

case of Western Australia, the need to consider ways to identify, develop and support 

principals in the state public education system. 

 

This final chapter now brings the thesis to a conclusion. First, an overview of the 

study reported in the thesis is given. Secondly, propositions that draw together the 

analysis carried out in chapters four, five and six are presented. Thirdly, limitations of 

the work are considered. Finally, attention is given to the implications of the results for 

policy, practice and further research. 

 

Summary of the Study Undertaken 

The notion of leadership standards in Western Australia was not developed on the 

whim of any one individual. Rather, it was the eventual outcome of a series of events in 

the evolution of education internationally, in Australia and, more specifically for this 

thesis, in the State itself. Background developments in relation to the latter constituency 

were outlined broadly in Chapter Four, that was focused on the events that shaped both 

the nation and the State’s education landscape. It included detailing the establishment 

of secondary schooling historically, which was a catalyst for further development of 

State-funded education, and the extension of compulsory schooling beyond the primary 

years, which resulted in a reshaping and creation of superintendents for secondary 

schools. The relationships between the principal and State Education Department 
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personnel, and between the principal and school staff, began to change too and to 

evolve to the point where standards for principals were developed.  

 

More generally as well, historically the development of Australian education was 

outlined. The strong influence of British developments from the 1870s was detailed and 

the ‘progressive’ school campaign that emerged after World War II was considered. 

The latter was part of a larger movement of planning for post-War social and economic 

reconstruction, where schools became viewed as powerful social instruments by which 

both education and social objectives could be realised. 

 

Australia’s Wyndham scheme, published in 1957 (Wales & Wyndham , 1957), 

echoed a Western Australian model already developed and implemented there by the 

State Director of Education, Murray Little (Campbell & Proctor, 2014; Robertson, 

1947). It meant that, upon completion of their primary schooling, all students could 

proceed to a post-primary school without having to sit a qualifying examination 

(Campbell, 2014; Hyams & Bessant, 1972). Moreover, as Western Australia’s State 

government, due to a marked increase in the school population, expanded provision of 

schooling, the role of district inspectors changed as they were recast as ‘district 

superintendents’ (Mossenson, 1972). 

 

The structural organisation of the education system and public reliance upon a 

central authority to provide public education within the State however, resulted in the 

Permanent Head of the Department of Education continuing to be a manager, 

coordinating the education activities of inspectors and teaching staff engaged in 

carrying out education policy. Furthermore, during the period of expansion, the role of 
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Superintendents, responsible for assessing the efficiency of all teachers, deputy 

principals and principals, also began to shift. That resulted in principals’ foci in schools 

moving from management to leadership. 

 

The account in Chapter Five of the study continued on from where the previous chapter 

concluded. It addressed the matter of the abolishment of formal teacher assessment in 

Western Australian in 1970. This development was the start of many changes that were to 

occur in the State pertaining to the role of the principal in public schools and to how 

development was to take place. 

 

During this period of evolution in education in Western Australia, school principals 

became the conduit through which teacher development and supervision were encouraged by 

State education bureaucrats. Moreover, what they wanted to become the ‘new normal’ in 

public school education was a movement of the traditional functions of superintendents away 

from what were traditionally in their domain (Berson, 2006; Maclaine, 1975). That 

movement was also the direct result of the decentralisation that was beginning to shape the 

new order of managerialism that came to prevail. 

 

In 1973, Stan Palmer, the Director of Primary Education in Western Australia, argued 

that schools should be organised in such a way that stakeholders would have flexibility of 

decision-making regarding curriculum delivery, so that they could cater for the individuality 

of teachers and students. To that end, he held, there should be no requirement to adhere to a 

specific organisational structure or to adopt any favoured education approach (Palmer, 1973). 

He suggested too, that principals should become the link between Department of Education 

personnel and the school community - the teachers, students and their parents. 
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Palmer was the first to articulate a view that, being a school principal in Western 

Australia, necessitated having more than professional knowledge. He signalled too the 

dichotomous nature of principals’ responsibilities between one of management and one of 

leadership. That situation was revealed in subsequent decades on the release of the Better 

Schools: A Programme for Improvement in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 

1987) initiative that, overnight, brought about a change in the traditional role of principals in 

the State. They now found themselves trying to establish what was meant by the phrase ‘self-

determining school’. As a directive, but with no formal guidance, they were required to 

establish school decision-making groups (SDG), develop school plans in collaboration with 

staff and the SDG members, outline a school community’s priorities for the coming year, and 

concurrently demonstrate in a public document how they intended to evaluate the 

achievement of stated priorities (Beazley, 1984; Berson, 2006; Goddard, 1992; Pearce, 1987). 

At the same time, they were left to navigate the various permutations of policies meant to 

guide and shape the schools without having received professional development or guidance, 

while debate regarding devolution continued. 

 

A principals’ performance-management project (Wallace, 1994), reinforcing and 

acknowledging the professionalism and capabilities of principals with regard to addressing 

the need of their school communities, was undertaken by Department of Education personnel 

in an effort to address the situation in 1999. Several issues, as considered already, prevented 

it being adopted across the public education sector and it was shelved. That did not prevent 

the Education authorities however, from developing a set of performance standards for school 

leaders, led by the Western Australian Leadership Centre in collaboration with academics at 

Murdoch University and Edith Cowan University (DETWA, 2001a). They included an 

outline of performance levels to enable school leaders to undertake professional reflection. 
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While not mandated, they helped to guide school principals in their own professional 

learning. They were utilised also to help determine quality of leadership performance 

(Anderson et al., 2007; Ingvarson et al., 2006; Wildy et al., 2000; Wildy & Pepper, 2003). 

For Western Australian school principals, those were the precursors to the Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals (AITSL, 2014). 

 

In Chapter Six of the study, some of the developments pertaining to the establishment 

of leadership standards in the education systems, in Ontario, Canada, China, the United States 

and Wales were considered. The influence that the development of the Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals, had on 

Western Australian primary school principals upon their release nationally in 2011 was then 

examined. More specifically, this chapter detailed an examination of the creation of four 

documents namely, the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 

2020,(DoE, 2018c) the principal selection documents, the Principal Performance 

Improvement Tool (PPIT), and the Western Australia Future Leaders Framework (WAFLF) 

and how these related to principal development in Western Australia. 

 

 

 

____________________ 

 

The understandings developed in respect to the aims of the study and outlined in Chapter 

Four, Five and Six as summarised above were revisited later on. That was done in order to 

generate associated sets of propositions. These propositions are now presented in the next 

section of this chapter. 
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Propositions Arising from the Research 
 

A second level of analysis is now presented in the form of a set of propositions related 

to the three research aims of the study. Namely, what understandings were arrived at 

regarding the origins, development and policies pertaining to the Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ 

(AITSL, 2014) as they relate to Western Australian public primary school principals? 

 

The First Research Aim 

The first aim of the study was to develop understandings of the origins of the nature of the 

professional standards expected of Western Australian public primary school principals 

historically, up until 2010. Two propositions were developed in respect to this aim. 

Proposition One 

Western Australian primary school principals were, for decades, appointed from the ranks of 

classroom teachers and were not required to have any specific training above and beyond 

what they had received to become classroom teachers. In recent years, notwithstanding the 

change implemented in relation to the selection process for principals, little has changed 

regarding how they are prepared for the role. 

Since the abolishment in 1970 of the marking system used by superintendents within the 

Department of Education that had required them to assess the efficiency of all classroom 

teachers, senior masters, deputy principals, and principals, little has changed regarding the 

way in which teachers prepared for the role of principal, and regarding how principals are 

required to develop their knowledge and practices. Prior to the 1970s, if superintendents 

identified any serious deficiency in a teachers’ capability, the superintendent outlined the 

improvements necessary and the changes that should be made for improvement to occur. In 

those instances, the principal and his or her team went about providing the required support. 
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In the same manner and using the same rating scale, superintendents assessed principals 

in relation to ‘directing influence’, ‘control’, ‘teaching skills’ and ‘organising capacity’. The 

resulting efficiency mark, which was calculated out of 100, was used in making decisions on 

promotion and salary grading. No clarity, however, was provided as to what directing 

influence, control, teaching skills and organising capacity meant. Furthermore, there were no 

statements of criteria to be used in relation to these areas. 

The score, while being necessary for promotion, served little purpose in identifying the 

areas that a principal needed to work on to improve his or her practice. Furthermore, while 

superintendents assisted principals working to maintain standards in schools, and identified 

principals who might be suitable for promotion, concerns about principal professional 

development were left to professional associations such as the Western Australian Primary 

Principals Association (WAPPA). Moreover, taking initiatives in that regard was at the 

discretion of the principal him or herself. 

In the current situation, principals, in most cases, continue to progress through the same 

apprenticeship model that existed decades ago. That was one of individuals moving through 

the ranks of teacher, deputy principal, and then into the role of principal through a process of 

merit selection, rather than direct recruitment based on superintendent recommendation. 

Thus, despite Department personnel creating voluntary programs and professional learning 

opportunities for individuals, preparation has still not gone beyond the apprenticeship model 

of headteacher training. 
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Proposition Two 

On the adoption of changes advocated within Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement 

in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987), the role of school principals 

changed overnight, as did the relationship between the superintendent and the principal, and 

between the principal and State Department of Education personnel. Guidance in navigating 

this paradigm shift however, was not forthcoming. Moreover, little changed with regard to 

principals being responsible for their own development, or to mandates for professional 

learning.  

Historically, principals, as with teachers, were required to have a teaching qualification only. 

That is still the situation, in that there is no other requirement of principals. Many, of course 

do participate in the Newly Appointed Principal Induction Program (Department of 

Education, 2022b), but such participation is not mandated, nor is a placement in it guaranteed 

when one applies. It is aimed at aspirant and current working principals to develop their 

knowledge of and skills regarding student services, workforce, compliance, regulation, policy 

and procedures. 

Both the program mentioned above and the accompanying New Principal Program 

(Department of Education, 2022b) arose out of the Western Australian Public School 

Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020 (DoE, 2018c). That was developed to facilitate “improved 

leadership talent identification in schools through practical guidance and resources for current 

leaders” (DoE, 2017, p. 6). While both programs offer development guidance for principals, 

it is up to a principal to decide whether or not he or she wishes to engage in them. 

There is a requirement that new principals appointed for tenures of longer than six 

months complete an online ‘principal eligibility modules’ program. However, this is a self-

paced program based largely on requiring one to demonstrate compliancy requirements rather 
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than on helping one develop knowledge beyond that which they have already acquired as a 

result of prior appointments. Thus, principals’ development, has been left to professional 

associations such as WAPPA, as already noted in the previous proposition, and to other 

organisations that promote leadership development for principals who enrol in their programs 

of their own volition. 

The Second Research Aim 

The second aim of the study was to develop understandings of the development of 

professional standards expected of Western Australian public primary school principals from 

2010 until the present. Two propositions were developed in respect to this aim. 

Proposition One 

The intention of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) established by the Western Australian 

Department of Education was to generate a common genre for use in leadership 

development, while providing a public statement of what principals were expected to know, 

understand and do to succeed in their work. It appears, though, that many principals have 

felt it necessary to create their own leadership standards and leadership development 

language. 

 

Prior to the 2011 release of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s 

‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014), developed through 

collaboration between professionals at Edith Cowan University, Murdoch University, and the 

Western Australian Department of Education, the Western Australian Leadership Centre 

group had developed its own set of standards known as the Performance Standard for School 

Principals. Those were in place in 1999. At the time of their introduction, it was suggested 
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that they could be used to assist principals to reflect on their performance and guide their 

professional development. Upon the release, in 2011, of the Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals (The Standard), its adoption in Western Australia meant that it replaced the 

previous performance and development standards for Western Australian State school 

principals. It now was utilised by Leadership Institute’ personnel to underpin and guide them 

in developing various Department of Education leadership development programs. This 

‘Standard’ was also visible in Department recruitment documents for principal selection, with 

applicants being directed to write to their position on its five focus areas of leading teaching 

and learning, developing self and others, leading improvement, innovation and change, 

leading the management of the school, and engaging and working with the community. That 

resulted in a certain level of consistency emerging between the language of the ‘Standard’ and 

that used with the wider Western Australian school leadership context. 

The latter situation continued until the Principal Performance Improvement Tool 

(PPIT) (DoE, 2018b) was developed and released for consideration. Referring at that time to 

the ‘Standard’, the State Director General of Education wrote that, while the PPIT was 

“aligned with the Australian Professional Standard”, more importantly it was aligned with the 

“Classroom First and our strategic plan, making it directly applicable to the context and 

circumstances of public education in Western Australia” (DoE, 2018c, p. 1). Thus, the genre 

pertaining to principal development within the Western Australian leadership framework, 

while suggesting an alignment be brought about with the Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership’s Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014), 

had actually created a different genre for leadership development in the State. 

The above assertion is supported further in considering the launch of the Western 

Australian Future Leaders Framework in 2021 (DoE, 2021a). That added further strength 
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and focus to the genre being developed across the Western Australian public education 

system in relation to how principals responded to a requirement to demonstrate their 

leadership capacity across six domains of practice, namely, leading the moral purpose, 

building productive relationships, creating enabling conditions, promoting improved 

teaching, driving data informed practice, and leading strategic change. While it can be argued 

that this was, in and of itself, not a bad thing, it did signal a clear shift away from the strategic 

intent that underpinned the ‘standard’s’ creation. Moreover, that shift is currently being 

mirrored in the practices of such professional associations as the Western Australian Primary 

Principals’ Association, which has adopted the Department’s use of the genre on policy 

pertaining to the leadership attributes (DoE, 2018a) detailed within the WAFLF. 

Proposition Two 

Prior to the 2011 release of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s 

‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014), Western Australian 

Department of Education personnel had developed their own set of professional standards 

that sat within a leadership framework for principals that was used to guide primary school 

principal development. Currently, notwithstanding the work done in adopting the Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals’ (AITSL, 2014), primary school principals find themselves, once again working 

within such a locally developed Western Australian leadership framework. 

 

From 2011 until the release of the Director General of Education’s Western Australian Public 

School Leadership Strategy 2018 - 2021 (DoE, 2018c), principals worked within the 

framework genre of the ‘Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s 

‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014). During that time they were 

supported by Department principal advisors who conducted professional development to 
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support them in coming to terms with the new language used in relation to the five leadership 

domains upon which the nationally adopted standard was built. 

 

The release of the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 - 2021 

(DoE, 2018c), however, and the subsequent development of the PPIT for Western Australian 

principals, caused a pendulum-like swing back to local standards that were promoted as being 

“directly applicable to the context and circumstances of public education in Western 

Australia.” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1) Furthermore, the five focus areas of leading teaching and 

learning, developing self and others, leading improvement, innovation and change, leading 

the management of the school, and engaging and working with the community within the 

Leadership Development Steps (DoE, 2021a), taken from ‘Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) 

were visible in the WAFLF. Principals now were required to consider engaging in 

professional development to strengthen their leadership capacity for utilising the PPIT’s six 

domains of practice: leading the moral purpose, building productive relationships, creating 

enabling conditions, promoting improved teaching, driving data informed practice, and 

leading strategic change. 

 

Those aspiring to become principals, then, usually used the language of the Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for 

Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) in identifying where they were located in their leadership 

development. These were self leadership, emergent leadership, team leadership, school 

leadership, system leadership (DoE, 2021a). Yet, when seeking promotion through the 

principal ranks, or developing personal growth plans, they were directed to the six domains of 
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the PPIT. Thus, two leadership genres prevailed, creating the possibility of principals 

becoming confused and, as a result, their performance being impaired. 

 

The Third Research Aim 

The third aim of the study was to develop understandings of the policies regarding 

professional standards expected of Western Australian public primary school principals from 

2010 until the present. One proposition was developed in respect to this aim. 

Proposition One 

In the early years of policy development by Western Australian Education Department 

personnel, the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) were both visible and promoted actively 

as being valuable for guiding principal development. Over time, the ‘Standard’ was relegated 

such that it had a more covert presence in Western Australian policy pertaining to principal 

development. On that, the indications are that the ‘Standard’, despite providing a foundation 

on which Western Australian leadership development policy could be created, remains as a 

somewhat tokenistic phenomenon regarding primary school principals’ development. 

In examining recruitment documents pertaining to principal selection since the adoption in 

2011 of the ‘Standard’, adjustments were made to include specific reference to the 

‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ and the five associated domains of 

leadership that candidates were required to address. The release of the Western Australian 

Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020 (DoE, 2018c) and subsequent suite of 

leadership programs that accompanied it however, altered the way that principals were 

expected to consider their own performance when it came to identifying areas for 

development within the PPIT against the six domains of practice identified. That shift is 
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replicated currently in recruitment documents that are being trialled for the selection of 

Western Australian primary school principals. In addition, the Department’s Personal 

Attributes of Effective Leaders (DoE, 2018a) identifies six critical personal attributes: 

openness and capacity for learning, trustworthiness, resilience, interpersonal acumen, self- 

awareness, and a drive to excel, that also form a part of the assessment process. Meanwhile, 

an influence of the Australian Professional Standard for Principals is not evident in the 

document (Government of Western Australia, 2022). 

 

In 2018, the Western Australian Director General of Education (Department of 

Education, 2018b, p. 7) stated that the “AITSL Principal Professional Standard has provided 

principals with an important benchmark for their practice.” Following consultation with 

principals, personnel from the Australian Council for Educational Research organised the 

Standard “into a series of descriptions of different levels of leadership proficiency” outlined 

in the PPIT. These were made “available for all principals to use in performance self-

assessment in 2018.” The event constitutes further evidence that principals were being 

directed away from the national standard in considering their own professional growth. 

 

Implications Arising Out of Considering the Propositions  

The results of the study reported in this thesis and the propositions generated from them 

may have implications for policy and practice, as well as for generating lines of enquiry 

for further research in the substantive area of principal development relative to 

prescribed standards, specifically in Western Australia. Regarding the matter in general, 

Murphy (2017) suggested that “standards were never intended to be limited to the 

preparation of school administrators” (Murphy, 2017, p. 4), yet they “exert considerable 

influence on the shape and texture of the profession of school administration” (Murphy, 
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2017, p. 5). Both are important considerations when examining the implications of the 

propositions on the origins, developments and policies regarding the Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standards for 

Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) as they relate to Western Australian public primary school 

principals. 

 

Since the understandings of the study relate specifically to Western Australian 

primary school principals, it is a study that constitutes a foundation work in relation to 

which future research can be located on more specific matters such as principals’ 

perspectives on the Standard. There are also implications that relate to policy 

development and to practice. 

 

Implications Arising for Policy Development 

The present study can serve to increase ‘understandings’ of policy makers about the need to 

develop policy that is sensitive to the changed role of Western Australian primary school 

principals. As a consequence of this increased ‘understanding,’ it is conceivable that further 

policy development relating to many areas of leadership identification, selection, 

development, and support could be influenced by an appreciation of sometimes conflicting 

and changing messages on standards communicated to leaders. That could be necessary in 

order to address some misgivings they have regarding addressing them. 

 

What is helpful is, that in the Western Australian public education system over the last 

40 years, there has been considerable acknowledgment that the role of the principal in 

schools, including in primary schools, has moved from that of one filling a management role 

to one that requires both management and leadership. At the same time however, policy 
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development sometimes tended to remain focused on the former in supporting principal 

development. Also, mandates related to principal development remained focussed on 

compliance matters in relation to their role and to supporting system initiatives. By contrast, 

the leadership dimension received much less emphasis. 

 

The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian 

Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) brought about a change in that situation 

and seemed to acknowledge the “crucial contribution made by principals” (AITSL, 2010, p. 

3) and the work they undertake on raising student achievement at all levels, promoting equity 

and excellence, creating and sustaining the conditions under which quality teaching and 

learning thrive, influencing developing, and delivering community expectations and 

government policy, and contributing to the development of 21
st
 century education system at 

local, national and international levels (AITSL, 2010). Concurrently, the importance of 

leadership to achieving these ends was emphasised. Policy makers in the Western Australian 

education system responded too, as reflected in the thrust of documents pertaining to 

principal development and preparation. 

 

A visible shift in the focus in the latter regard has been particularly noticeable since the 

release of the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020 (DoE, 

2018c). This situation was acknowledged by the Director General of Education in Western 

Australia when she stated that “school leaders undertake increasingly complex and highly 

valued roles central to the success of our State’s dynamic public school system” and that 

because of this critical role they “developed this leadership strategy.” (DoE, 2018b, p. 1). 

While that did not move the focus away from leadership development (Dinham, 2016; DoE, 

2016, 2018c, 2018d), it did indicate a move away from the genre found within the ‘standard’, 
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as policy makers progressively moved towards focussing on the distinct Western Australian 

education context in which  principals operated (DoE, 2018c). 

 

The results of the study reported in this thesis on the background to the origins, 

development and policies pertaining to the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) as they relate 

to Western Australian Public Primary Schools principals indicate that this document has 

played a significant role in generating policies aimed at supporting the professional 

development of principals. In fact, it could be argued that the ‘Standard’ was the catalyst for a 

great deal of what occurred in education at the primary school level in Western Australia, 

commencing with the elaboration on its constituent parts and the creation of the PPIT in 

2018. However, while documents currently being released appear to promote what was 

articulated in the Western Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020 (DoE, 

2018c), remnants of the ‘Standard’ in the Western Australian Future Leaders Framework 

(DoE, 2021a) were maintained, thus requiring principals to continue to work using two quite 

different leadership genres intermittently. On that, Western Australian policy makers must 

assume responsibility for creating difficulties in the nurturing of principals’ dispositions for 

their work. This matter clearly needs to be addressed as soon as possible. 

 

Policy makers need to understand too that school principals require clear information 

that allows them to understand the policies and the role they play with regard to them. 

Without clarity of understanding regarding policy intent, principals may well react cynically 

and show resistance that could render the initiatives meaningless. Policy statements and 

actions need to encourage engagement in proactive behaviours that will allow principals to 

experience their work as meaningful. The importance of that is that such a situation has the 
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potential to permit school principals to “transcend the present and derive meaning from a 

connection with the future” (Fay, Strauss, Schwake, & Urbach, 2022). 

 

Implications for Practice 

The present study can serve to increase ‘understandings’ of those organisations, 

institutions and Department personnel charged with identifying, selecting, developing 

and supporting primary school principals in building their leadership capacity. As a 

consequence of this increased understanding, it is conceivable that further development 

in the field of leadership identification, selection, development, and support could be 

informed by the propositions generated from the study. 

 

Primary school principal development in the Western Australian public education 

system has had a chequered history since the 1900s. In the early years, principals were 

answerable to the State’s General Board of Education, no development was provided for 

them that would help them to carry out their functions, and no special training was 

required of them. The establishment of the Education Department in the 1920s under 

the Education Act 1928 and the subsequent instalment of superintendents, brought little 

change apart from that of principals now working with superintendents who assisted 

them in interpreting and implementing education policies (DETWA, 1959). Apart from 

being required to possess a teacher qualification, no formal training or additional 

qualifications were required to fulfil the role. Principals, too, remained responsible for 

developing their own capabilities. That situation remained consistent up to and beyond 

the introduction of the Better Schools: A Programme for Improvement in Western 

Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987) initiative that, overnight, changed the 

traditional role of principals in Western Australia. Now, notwithstanding the change in 
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the relationship between superintendents (now known as Directors of Education), where 

the quality control of teaching staff was removed from superintendents’ roles and 

passed onto principals, the latter were now charged with interpreting and implementing 

education policies (Burke, 1986). Furthermore, despite the offering of formal university 

degrees in administration, management, and leadership, the situation of no formal 

qualifications beyond a teaching qualification being required for principals continued. 

 

While Western Australian Department of Education officers established the 

Centre for Leadership in the late 1990s to support leadership development programs 

linked to performance management processes, there was no pressure on principals to 

enrol in them. Also the nature of the leadership action plans that principals were 

expected to develop in the early 2000s, were also left to their discretion, as were the 

enactment of process adoption after undertaking a school review process with their 

respective Directors of Education. Where it did occur, there was usually limited follow 

up regarding the latter. 

 

The results of the research reported in the study indicate too that policies and 

processes within Western Australian public education have been considerably aligned 

with each other, thus showing fidelity to the proposals of the Western Australian Public 

School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020 (DoE, 2018c). That was welcomed by 

principals on the grounds that it provided them with clarity regarding their roles and 

functions within their schools and regarding the education system of which they were a 

part. However, the questionable situation of principals remaining responsible for their 

own development and engagement with professional development programs prevails. 

The only exception is that newly appointed principals are required to undertake the 
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Newly Appointed Principal induction program in their first two years of appointment. 

What appears to be counterproductive regarding this situation, is that an application by 

principals for inclusion in the program does not guarantee him or her a place on it 

(Department of Education, 2022b). The propositions arising from this study suggest 

also, that Department officers responsible for leadership development need to engage in 

analysis of their actions regarding engaging principals in development pertaining to the 

functions of their role in relation to the PPIT. That should include an analysis of 

differentiated support beyond a ‘one size fits all’ model that is of much less value to 

principals than Department officers believe it to be. The present author is clear too 

regarding the folly of those who expect that clear directives for practice can be deduced 

from theory generated. Over fifty years ago, Entwistle argued that there never  

can be a one-to-one relationship between theory and practice if by this one means 

theory which predicts every contingency in a practical situation. A theory gains its 

relevance to every conceivable situation by being an exact account of none of 

them. The fault for the theory-practice gap may lie not in the theory but in the 

unrealistic expectation of practitioners. (Entwistle, 1971. p 98)  

 

Over ten years later, Eisner (1983) argued that due to the changing uniqueness of 

the practical situations that make up the domain of education, only a portion of 

professional practice can be approached as a prescriptive science. The gap between 

general prescriptive frameworks and successful practice is, he held, dependent more on 

the reflective intuition, the craft, and the art of the professional practitioner than on a 

prescriptive theory, method, or model. 
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Informed by the positions outlined above, then, the present writer takes the view 

that the results of studies that lead to the generation of theory generated within a 

particular situation, or situations, or with a particular group of individuals, can be 

informative for the creation of professional development programmes for teachers, 

administrators, leaders and policy makers. This is because they can be a source to assist 

in a breaking away from a notion of continuing professional development as being 

concerned only with instrumental ends achievable through, “the recipes of tried and true 

practices legitimated by unexamined experiences or uncritically accepted research 

findings” and towards one of “developing reflective practitioners who are able to 

understand, challenge and transform” (Sachs and Logan, 1990 p. 479). In the language 

of Stenhouse (1975), this is a view that such studies can aid in the development of the 

capacity of educationists to understand relationships and make judgements by 

constituting frameworks for others within which they can think. Relatedly, it is a view 

that no claim can be made for the ‘generalisability’ of interpretivist theories generated 

in one situation to other situations. Instead, as Stake (1978) put it, theory generated 

through interpretive studies undertaken with small populations may be in harmony with 

the reader’s experience and thus a natural basis for generalisation. 

 

The view outlined above, is that readers may be able to relate to a study and 

perhaps gain an understanding from it of their own and others’ situations. As Kennedy 

(1979), in the same vein, put it, generalisability is ultimately related to what the reader 

is trying to learn from such studies. Strauss and Corbin (1994 p. 279) put it in similar 

terms when they stated that those examining an interpretivist theory need to consider the 

extent to which their own situation fits the theory, along with how it might fit and how 

it might not. Uhrmacher (1993) argued along the same lines in proposing that one can 



215 

provide the reader with an understanding of the major themes that run through the cases 

under study. In turn, these themes can provide one with theories or guides for 

anticipating what may be found in other situations. To that, the present author adds that 

when used in professional development programmes they can also suggest practices to 

the participants that are worth putting to the test of practice to see if they lead to ‘good’ 

outcomes on their part within their particular circumstances. He holds also, that such 

suggestions from beginning school leaders are likely to be forthcoming when it is clear 

to them that what is being presented for cogitation is embedded in the realities of 

workplaces found in schools and in the environments in which they are located. 

 

Implications for Further Research 

Over the past two decades, there has been a plethora of literature on the development of 

standards for principals as a result of the changing complexities of the role principals’ 

play in schools and the potential influence that these might have on principal 

preparation programs, principal identification, principal development, and principal 

support. However, in carrying out a review of background literature in the preparation 

of this thesis, it was confirmed that there is a deficit within the research literature 

regarding how principals, in particular Western Australian primary principals, adopted 

these standards, and the influence it had on their practice and that of improving the 

learning outcomes for the children in their schools. 

 

The 2011 adoption of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) in 

Western Australia promoted considerable discussion amongst policy makers, principals, 

and those associations that support their development. Moreover, those discussions 
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resulted in a concerted effort in developing programs that support principals’ 

professional growth. However, there is a gap in the research pertaining to what 

influence, if any, this initiative has had on principal effectiveness in schools and on 

explicit links that emerged, if any, to student outcomes.  

 

The understandings generated from the study reported in this thesis brought to 

light too the influence that the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014) has had 

on the development of programs that support principal development. Now, there is a 

need for research to arrive at an understanding of the perspectives they have generated 

amongst primary school principals in relation to carrying out their roles in schools. 

Furthermore there is a need to undertake further research on the impact of policy 

changes and the two leadership language dichotomies of the ‘standard’ and the Western 

Australian Public School Leadership Strategy 2018 – 2020, (DoE, 2018c) on the 

perspectives and practices of primary school principals. 

 

Additionally, the propositions generated suggest that there is a need to undertake 

research on principal preparation and professional development specifically in relation 

to Western Australian public school primary principals. Such research should involve 

engaging in a review and evaluation of international models that both include and 

exclude mandatory principals’ qualifications other than a teaching qualification. 

 

Furthermore, the result of the study suggests the need for further research 

pertaining to the role of directors of education in the Western Australian public 

education system, and particularly on their functions in supporting principals’ 
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development and interpreting policy implementation. Given the significant shift 

regarding their role following the implementation of the Better Schools (Pearce, 1987) 

initiative in 1987, it is important to know how, since then, they have defined themselves 

in relation to their work. 

 

Conclusion 

The results of the study reported in this thesis and the propositions generated from them 

have provided insight into the background to the identification, selection, development 

and support of primary school principals in Western Australia. Furthermore, it has 

provided deeper understandings in relation to the three aims of the study, namely: 

 to develop understandings of the origins of the nature of the professional 

standards expected of Western Australian public primary school principals 

historically up until 2010.  

 to develop understandings of the developments of professional standards 

expected of Western Australian public primary school principals from 2010 

until the present. 

 to develop understandings of the policies regarding professional standards 

expected of Western Australian public primary school principals from 2010 

until the present. 

As such, the study is a contribution to the literature on one aspect of Western Australian 

public primary school principals. 

 

Failure to acknowledge the need for principal development can be traced back 

through the history of education in Western Australia from the establishment of the 
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General Board of Education in 1847 and the building of the first school in 1854. It is 

argued that the focus of policy makers over the period was primarily governance and 

state-funding arrangements. Until the implementation of Better Schools: A Programme 

for Improvement in Western Australian Government Schools (Pearce, 1987), little 

changed in how principal development was considered. 

 

It is hoped that the study will assist Western Australian public education policy 

makers to become more informed and knowledgeable about the importance of primary 

school principal development, through the sharing of both the historical and current 

developments in relation to school principal development, and especially in relation to 

the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s ‘Australian Professional 

Standard for Principals’ (AITSL, 2014). An outcome, it is hoped, could be programs 

that not only contribute to the success of principals’ practices in school, but are aligned 

also to a common genre on principal development that will unify members of the 

profession such that the education of the children in the State can be enhanced greatly. 
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