Maintaining the Integrity of Public Education:
A Comparative Analysis of School Autonomy
in the United States and Australia

AMANDA KEDDIE

This article takes a critical comparative approach to examining autonomous schooling
in the United States and Australia. Amid the market imperatives currently driving edu-
cation priorities, its focus is on how autonomy can be mobilized in ways that preserve
the integrity of public education. Through reference to key debates and research about
school autonomy in the United States and Australia, integrity is defined with reference
to three values: (1) public ownership (i.e., governance that is responsive to the people
it serves), (2) equity and access (i.e., adequate funding and inclusive student admission
practices), and (3) public purpose (i.e., prioritizing the moral and social purposes of ed-
ucation; Darling-Hammond and Montgomery 2008). The analysis is mindful of the res-
onances and differences between the education systems in the United States and Australia
and the fluidity and complexity of the notion of autonomous schooling. Against this back-
drop, the article illustrates the significance of embedding these values within school au-
tonomy policy in order to preserve the integrity of public education.

Introduction

All international evidence points to the fact that the more autonomous a school,
the better the outcomes for students.
Christopher Pyne,' Federal Education Minister, Australia

High-performing charters® have irrefutably demonstrated that low-income children
can and do achieve at high levels.
Arne Duncan, US Secretary of Education

Government reforms in contexts such as England, the United States,
New Zealand, and Australia, albeit to varying degrees and over varying time
periods, have increasingly enabled the conditions for schools to exercise

! Christopher Pyne was Federal Education Minister at the time of writing. He left this portfolio in
late 2015.

2 Charter schools, while publicly funded, operate under a charter or contract with an authorizing
agent who oversees and holds the school to account. Agents can include school districts, state boards of edu-
cation, universities or organizations (both nonprofit and for-profit; see Hubbard and Kulkarni 2009).
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greater self-management. Granting schools more control and authority over
their governance aims to generate more effective, responsive, and innovative
education systems. These conditions are associated in policy discourse with
improving school management and leadership, the quality of teaching and
learning, and resource efficiency. Autonomous schooling is presented in
such discourse as the flagship for driving up education standards. There is
strong political faith in the idea of autonomous schooling as key to improv-
ing education. This faith is captured well in the above comments made by
Australia’s Federal Education Minister Christopher Pyne and US Secretary
of Education Arne Duncan.

For Smyth (2011) school autonomy is an education idea that has been
“adopted around the world with remarkable speed and consistency” (95).
Indeed, itis presented by proponents as inevitable—a necessary condition to
enable education systems to compete on the world stage. Certainly, at a
global or transnational policy level, influential organizations such as the Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the
World Bank have endorsed school autonomy (see OECD 2011; World Bank
2014). The OECD, for example, which according to Rizvi and Lingard (2010)
has established itself as an international organization par excellence in eval-
uating educational performance globally, draws on PISA data to illustrate a
connection between greater school autonomy and improved student per-
formance. The OECD (2011) also illustrates, however, the complexity of the
relationship between school autonomy, school accountability, and student
improvement, suggesting that autonomy and accountability need to be “in-
telligently combined” in order to improve student performance.

International endorsement and focus on school autonomy as a mecha-
nism for driving up education standards is reflective of its status as a global-
ized policy discourse that is set within the parameters of another globalized
discourse—accountability on international standards and measures such as
PISA (Lingard and Rawolle 2011). These are key discourses within what Lin-
gard and Rawolle (2011) describe as a “global field” that reflects a rescaling
of politics and political authority to a supranational level. The authority of
this global field is reflected in its driving of “national systems of education
toward a similar policy outlook” (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, 42), which has led
to a new era of “policy borrowing” and sharing across countries (Lingard
2010). Such authority is not fixed, however; it actively constitutes and recon-
stitutes education policy and practice at a national level, with nation-states’
differential engagement with it reflecting national and local histories and
cultures (see Dale 2005; Rizvi and Lingard 2010; Lingard and Rawolle 2011).

In relation to school autonomy, this differential engagement is evident
in the great variance across and within nations in terms of take-up and ef-
ficacy. Such variance exemplifies the futility of pinning down a simple def-
inition of school autonomy because it is “grounded in a particular politics at
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MAINTAINING THE INTEGRITY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION

a particular time . . . continually contested and rearticulated across time and
political changes” (Lingard et al. 2002, 15). In the United States, for exam-
ple, autonomous school governance has proliferated to include a diverse va-
riety of for-profit and nonprofit stakeholders, while in Australia such gov-
ernance remains more securely tied to the state. In both of these contexts,
there is also great variance in terms of “efficacy.” Counter to the more gen-
eral global findings of the OECD, research can find little conclusive evidence
to link school autonomy with improved academic outcomes, notwithstand-
ing conclusive indications that some autonomous schools, in line with Arne
Duncan’s comments above, are working in highly productive ways.

In light of this evidence, it is generally agreed that autonomous schools
have not yet delivered on their promise of school improvement and inno-
vation. For progressive commentators across western contexts, this failure
is in large part attributable to the ways in which free-market ideologies have
seized the upper hand in this movement. As Ravitch (2010, 227) aptly puts
it, while “the market serves us well when we want to buy a new car,” it is not
the best way to deliver public services. Reflecting the hegemony of neolib-
eral policy and politics in the broader social world, these ideologies have be-
come taken-for-granted as the most effective and efficient means of improv-
ing education.

For Lubienski and Lubienski (2013), the ongoing faith in market mech-
anisms to drive up educational innovation and standards has been strength-
ened with the increasing involvement of the philanthropic and corporate
sector in public education. The strong and growing financial investment of
this sector in public education, as these authors argue, has managed to ob-
scure and effectively counter the (1) weak empirical justification for this re-
form and (2) the growing evidence that associates school autonomy with
undermining public education.” It has long been the view that school auton-
omy, when driven by market imperatives, compromises the “hallmark” values
of public education, that is, public ownership, equity and access, and public
purpose (see Darling-Hammond and Montgomery 2008).

This article takes a critical comparative approach to examining autono-
mous schooling in the United States and Australia. Amid the market im-
peratives currently driving education priorities, its focus is on how autonomy
can be mobilized in ways that preserve the integrity of public education.
Given its variance and complexity within and across education contexts, the
focus here is not on pinning down a definitive view of school autonomy
(Lingard et al. 2002). Rather, the focus is on the shifting political terrain
within the United States and Australia that frames the policy imperatives

3 See Lingard et al. (2002); Darling-Hammond and Montgomery (2008); Smyth (2011); Lubienski
and Lubienski (2013).
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to grant schools greater self-management from centralized forms of gover-
nance. More specifically, the analysis considers how education politics at the
national and more local levels mediate these imperatives in ways that are
both enabling and constraining of the values of public education (as elabo-
rated in subsequent sections).

The review begins with an explanation of the selection of the United
States and Australia as contexts for comparative analysis, followed by an ac-
count of key literature and research relating to charter schooling in the
United States. While charter schools are only one version of school autonomy
in this context, they are focused on here, as they are perhaps the most prolific
example of this reform in the world. From 1999 to 2013, the percentage of
charter schools increased from 1.7 to 6.2 percent of all public schools. As
of 2013, more than 2.5 million children were enrolled in more than 6,000
charter schools nationwide, with nearly 1 million names on charter school
waitlists across the nation (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 2013).
These figures are expected to rise with the recent passing of a bipartisan bill
in the US House of Representatives to increase federal spending on charter
schools from $250 to $300 million (see Mendez 2014).

Following this account, the article highlights the values seen as contrib-
uting to the integrity of charter schooling: (1) public ownership (i.e., gov-
ernance that is responsive to the people it serves), (2) equity and access (i.e.,
adequate funding and inclusive student admission practices), and (3) pub-
lic purpose (i.e., prioritizing the moral and social purposes of education;
Darling-Hammond and Montgomery 2008). These values, it is argued, sup-
port the integrity of school autonomy in their centring of educative rather
than market-oriented goals. These values are then drawn on to critically anal-
yses some of the key debates and policy trends currently shaping autonomous
schooling in Australia.

The United States and Australia as Contexts for Comparative Analysis

There are distinct parallels and divergences between the United States
and Australia in relation to education governance that provide a strong ra-
tionale for the choice of these nations as a basis for comparative analysis.
Australia and the United States are both federal systems where education
is ostensibly a state responsibility. These contexts share a substantive history
of state- and local-level school governance as well as an established commit-
ment to school autonomy as a driver of school improvement. There is also
resonance across these contexts in relation to the debates for and against
school autonomy. Such parallels provide a useful backdrop from which to
consider the distinct differences within each nation that mediate how au-
tonomy is taken up. Of particular interest in this article are differences as-
sociated with the diversity and complexity of education governance, and the
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varying power and influence of federal governments on state education (Sav-
age and O’Connor 2014).

The system of education within the United States is markedly more com-
plex and diverse than the system of education in Australia. Across the na-
tion there are approximately 14,000 districts. Each of these districts oper-
ates differently and with varying relations to state agencies (see Savage and
O’Connor 2014). The key role of nongovernment policy actors, such as phil-
anthropic foundations and corporate stakeholders, in national education re-
form in the United States has added significantly to this complexity. The system
of education in Australia, by contrast, is much smaller and far less complex.
There are, however, different challenges for this system such as those asso-
ciated with providing quality education services across this nation’s huge land-
mass with its particular population spread and concentration areas. This has
led to, for example, challenges in resourcing, especially in relation to ade-
quately staffing schools in rural and remote areas. Despite these challenges,
the state and territory education systems in Australia are relatively cohesive
with less district influence than in the United States. Moreover, while the in-
fluence of philanthropic and corporate actors on Australian state education is
growing, educational governance is far less polycentric than itis in the United
States (see Exley and Ball 2011; Savage and O’Connor 2014).

Another key difference between these two contexts is the varying power
and influence of their respective federal governments. Although the states
are responsible for schooling in both contexts, there are different funding
arrangements across the United States and Australia. In Australia constitu-
tional measures that provide for significant funding to state education from
the federal government have led to substantial federal intervention in the
governance of public schooling. In relation to equity, for example, such in-
tervention has enabled redistributive funding to poor schools in poor com-
munities through, for instance, policies stemming from the Karmel Report
(Australian Schools Commission 1973) and the more recent “Gonski” re-
forms (Gonski [2011], although these reforms have been scaled back by Aus-
tralia’s current conservative government). By contrast, in the United States,
local (not federal) taxation is linked to school funding; thus, federal inter-
vention in the governance of public education is limited because there is less
direct funding to the states. Under this arrangement, redistributive equity
priorities are managed at a perhaps more disparate and fragmented local
level (Savage and O’Connor 2014).

Certainly, the differences between these contexts in terms of system di-
versity and complexity and processes associated with federalism provide dif-
ferent conditions of possibility in relation to school autonomy reform (Savage
and O’Connor 2014). Such differences are clearly important in consider-
ing how school autonomy can be taken up to either ascribe to or undermine
the integrity of public schooling. The research and writing selected for this
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article are set against this political and conceptual backdrop. The follow-
ing provides an account of the charter school movement in the United States
from which to situate the article’s view of integrity.

The Charter School Movement

The charter school movement in the United States, which began in the
early 1990s, is perhaps the most diverse and complex example of autono-
mous schooling in the world. The key imperative driving this movement was
to improve the public school system, especially in relation to better address-
ing pronounced inequities associated with race and class (see Dingerson
et al. 2008; Fabricant and Fine 2012). Such improvement was meant to oc-
cur through charter schools sharing their innovations and ideas with their
sponsoring public system. Charter schools, while publicly funded, operate un-
der a charter or contract with an authorizing agent who oversees and holds
the school to account. Agents can include school districts, state boards of ed-
ucation, universities, or organizations (both nonprofit and for-profit; see Hub-
bard and Kulkarni 2009). Like academies in the United Kingdom, these schools
are free from local district control and are granted flexibility in relation to the
delivery of curriculum, the hiring of staff and setting of staff pay and conditions,
and the determining of term and school-day duration.

Charter schools vary widely in scope, size, and type. There are, for ex-
ample, publicly approved “stand-alone” schools that reflect the teaching and
learning values of a particular community; nonprofit networked charters
like the KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) franchise, which is based on a
common curricular and school structure; and for-profit charters, such as the
White Hat schools, that are run by private industry (see Sizer and Wood
2008). Charter schools also vary widely in governance in relation to the dif-
ferent agreements they may have with their particular authorizing agent and
the differentiation of governance by state, with some agents and states ex-
erting greater control and regulation over schools than others in areas such
as curriculum, assessment, teacher accreditation and broader goals like in-
clusion, citizenship and innovation (see Bulkley and Fisler 2003; Darling-
Hammond and Montgomery 2008; Hubbard and Kulkarni 2009).

While the charter school movement was originally driven by a progres-
sive agenda, its focus on devolution and deregulation meant that it also ap-
pealed to conservatives wedded to free-market and privatization ideologies.
Many argue (see Dingerson et al. 2008; Fabricant and Fine 2012) that these
ideologies have seized the upper hand in the charter schools movement—
supported, of course, by the hegemonic status of neoliberal and neocon-
servative policy and politics in the broader social world and a seemingly ever-
present moral panic about the dire state of American public schooling. Amid
these policies, politics, and panic, mainstream politicians of all persuasions
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have supported calls for greater and more rigid accountability through high-
stakes testing. Certainly, at one level, charter schools enjoy a measure of au-
tonomy and freedom, but such autonomy and freedom is set against a
backdrop of unprecedented levels of state-imposed and international ac-
countabilities in the form of an ever-increasing myriad of standardized test-
ing regimes. This is a high-stakes environment where a school’s success or
failure, indeed its survival, depends on student performance on these re-
gimes. Through neoconservative lenses, the choice and competition gener-
ated by the charter system is seen in this environment as a positive mecha-
nism for driving up standards—an environment in theory that is set up to
ensure that “good” schools (i.e., those that adhere to the narrow priorities
of the high-stakes testing culture) flourish and “bad” schools (i.e., those that
cannot measure up to this culture) fail and disappear.

As already suggested, there is much conflicting and inconclusive evi-
dence as to the efficacy of charter schools in raising academic achievement.
While some research highlights the great success of particular charter schools
in improving educational outcomes, other research draws attention to their
spectacular failure.* There are critical factors that are seen as contributing
to charter schools realizing their original progressive ideals. Such factors go
well beyond a concern with how students perform on standardized tests—
although this is obviously important—to a concern with maintaining the in-
tegrity of the “hallmark” values of public education: public ownership, eq-
uity and access, and public purpose (see Dingerson et al. 2008). For Darling-
Hammond and Montgomery (2008; see also Sizer and Wood 2008), this
means ensuring that charter schools (1) are governed by and responsive to
the people they serve, (2) are in receipt of adequate funding and inclusive in
their student admission, and (3) prioritize the moral and social purposes of
education.

Maintaining the Integrity of Public Education: Public Ownership,
Equity, and Public Purpose

Within the current parameters of high-stakes accountability and com-
petition, there are aspects of the charter movement that are seen as com-
promising the integrity of public education and, in particular, the core values
of public ownership, equity and access, and public purpose. Such compro-
mising is perhaps ironic given that it was the perceived failure of the public
system to live up to these values that helped give rise to the charter move-
ment (Sizer and Wood 2008). The first of these values, public ownership, is
significant because it supports schools to be governed closest to the people

1 See Dingerson (2008); Lake (2012); Lubienski (2013); Welner (2013).
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they serve and enables students, families, and the general public access to
those with authority over the school (Darling-Hammond and Montgomery
2008). As explored further in the following sections of this article in relation
to Australian education policy, these conditions can facilitate inclusive
and participatory governance of schools where the school community can be
involved in school decision making. Charter school type affects a school’s
capacity to reflect this form of governance; stand-alone charters, for example,
are more likely to be responsive to, and inclusive of, their local communities
while other charter arrangements, for example, large network charters, are
more difficult and unwieldy to govern and monitor. They often adopt stan-
dardized and regulated approaches and boards that are not composed of
the local community; they are thus less able to reflect localized and com-
munity responsive governance (see Dingerson et al. 2008; Sizer and Wood
2008). State policy also affects forms of governance that may support or un-
dermine the value of public ownership, with some states requiring extensive
parent and community participation in establishing a charter while others re-
quire little or no participation (Darling-Hammond and Montgomery 2008).

The complexity and diversity of public education in the United States
and its increasing deference to the logics of the market seem antithetical
to preserving the value of public ownership. Operating within this space,
the charter school system has rapidly proliferated with many of its schools
“rushed into operation and allowed to expand without careful evaluation”
(Sizer and Wood 2008, 15) with dire results in some cities. In New Orleans,
for example, the disaster of Hurricane Katrina led to a “flea market of en-
trepreneurial opportunism” (Dingerson 2008, 30) that dismantled the in-
stitution of public education, replacing it with a charter system that included
very little public consultation or deliberation on the models that might be
tried or processes for replicating what works in order to advance the system.

One of the original aims of the charter school movement was to pro-
mote and share innovation in order to improve all public schools (Dingerson
etal. 2008). However, as Dingerson et al. (2008, xviii) argue, the “unfettered
free-market ideology” framing this movement, “with its notion of propriety
ownership of any formula for success, has been especially harmful in under-
mining” this aim. Not only are charter schools far less innovative than prom-
ised, when they do purport success, they tend not to collaborate with other
schools to share what works and what doesn’t work (see also Sizer and Wood
2008; Lake 2012; Lubienski and Lubienski 2013). This reality of propriety
ownership and noncollaboration is clearly at odds with the ethos of inclu-
sive and community/school-led governance reflected in the value of public
ownership.

Equity and access are also core values of public education. There are con-
cerns that the chartering movement is undermining equity in drawing ma-
terial and human resources away from traditional public schools, thereby
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promoting a deterioration of these schools. The worse these schools get, the
more appealing the escape to charters becomes (Dingerson etal. 2008). This
situation has created, in some areas, a view of public schools as dumping
grounds for underperforming and under-privileged students (see Dingerson
2008). Converting public schools to charters does not reconcile or remedy
the already highly segregated and stratified public education system; rather,
it tends to perpetuate, or in some cases exacerbate, this segregation and strat-
ification (Lopez et al. 2002; Ravitch 2010). This is because the chartering sys-
tem, in proliferating school diversity and choice, amplifies competition be-
tween schools for their “market share” of students. Such competition increases
the value and attractiveness of “good” schools (that tend to be class and race
privileged) and decreases the value and attractiveness of “bad” schools (that
tend to serve underprivileged students). While it is the case that charter schools
have been consistent in serving disadvantaged communities in the recent past
(Henig 2012), the chartering movement has contributed to an intensifying of
the gap between privileged and underprivileged schools and students (Ra-
vitch 2010; Fabricant and Fine 2012; Lubienski and Lubienski 2013).

This competition, according to Lubienski and Lubienski (2013), has not
led to better outcomes and opportunities for students, but rather it has forced
schools to focus on, and improve the impact of, their marketing strategies.
It has also led to schools excluding costly and difficult-to-educate students.
As Darling-Hammond and Montgomery (2008) explain, when market ide-
ologies drive the agenda of charter schools, they are “likely to engage in ad-
mission practices that decrease their costs and increase efficiency” (99). While
selective enrollment is prohibited in many states, there are tacit ways in which
schools can exclude potentially lower attaining students. For example, schools
may not offer services to high-needs students such as those with disabilities
or ESL requirements; they may encourage these students to enroll at an al-
ternative school; or they may adopt onerous admissions procedural require-
ments that deter or exclude these sorts of students (Ravitch 2010; Welner
2013). Additionally, many underprivileged parents and students do not have
the social, cultural, or language resources to access relevant information as-
sociated with charter schools that may be appropriate for them (see Lubienski
and Lubienski 2013). Such practices have contributed to grave inequities in
the system, especially pronounced in relation to students with special educa-
tion needs who are increasingly overrepresented in traditional public schools
(see Dingerson et al. 2008).

The value of public purpose is associated with the social and moral out-
comes of schools and their broader systems, a “moral compass” that, as Darling-
Hammond and Montgomery (2008) argue, sways schools to work for the bet-
terment of society. Current test-based measures of school success encourage
competition, individualism, and exclusion; their narrow focus pays little heed
to communal goals or the “common good.” As such, social and moral outcomes
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tend to lack priority in many public schools (see Darling-Hammond and Mont-
gomery 2008; Dingerson et al. 2008; Sizer and Wood 2008). The current en-
vironment does not encourage schools to focus, for example, on producing
active and responsible citizens through critical curricula and pedagogy (see
Dingerson et al. 2008). While fostering moral or social learning is far from
an uncomplicated and unproblematic endeavour (e.g., it can generate re-
strictive and exclusionary understandings of difference and diversity that re-
inscribe the inequities of the status quo; see Gay 2000), such learning is nev-
ertheless a mandated purpose of schooling in the United States, reflected in
the value of public purpose.

The increasing involvement of the for-profit sector in charter school
management is seen as further compromising these values. Of course, the
notion of profit making appears antithetical to educative goals (see Darling-
Hammond and Montgomery 2008; Ravitch 2010; Fabricant and Fine 2012).
However, there are other concerns with for-profit charters. For example, as
private corporations, they are not subject to the same levels of public ac-
countability as other charters; thus, there is a lack of transparency in relation
to their pursuit of educative and student-centred goals (Hanauer 2008; see
also Fabricant and Fine 2012). Moreover, as large endeavours encompass-
ing the management of many schools, they necessarily operate at a distance
from their schools which (as indicated earlier) can be problematic in terms of
public ownership and the monitoring of schooling processes and outcomes.
These elements of for-profit chartering have led to their poor performance
in many states (see Hanauer 2008).

The issues and concerns explored in this section illustrate the ways in
which school autonomy can intersect with market ideologies to constrain
the “hallmark” values of public schooling. These values offer a useful scaffold
for critically analyzing some of the key debates and policy trends currently
shaping autonomous schooling in Australia.

Autonomous Schooling in Australia

There has been renewed emphasis on the notion of autonomous school-
ing in Australia at federal and state levels. There are distinct parallels be-
tween the education and political discourses associated with autonomous
schooling in Australia and the United States. Certainly, it is justified on a
similar basis, most predominantly that it grants greater freedom to schools
in governance and decision-making around issues of finance, staffing, and
resourcing. As with the United States, political arguments for introducing
school autonomy are focused on creating greater choice for parents and stu-
dents; creating the conditions for principals and school leaders to better re-
spond to the needs of their schools; removing the supposed inefficiencies
associated with bureaucratic governance; and promoting innovation and re-
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source efficiency toward improving the public education system overall.”
Also, similar to the United States, school autonomy is presented as a viable,
indeed necessary, alternative to a public schooling system in crisis that is fail-
ing in its task of adequately educating Australian students (see Smyth 2011;
Lubienski and Lubienski 2013).

Like the United States, devolution in Australian education has a long
history. School autonomy and, more particularly, the idea that responsibility
for schools should be devolved to the people involved in the task of schooling
was promoted over 40 years ago in the Karmel Report (Australian Schools
Commission 1973). While the Australian Capital Territory instated school
autonomy reform in the 1970s, policies to support schools to self-manage
were most pronounced and transformative in the state of Victoria in the
1990s, today the most devolved public education system in Australia. The
Independent Public Schools (IPS) initiative in the states of Western Austra-
lia and Queensland (introduced in 2010 and 2013, respectively) is the most
recent attempt to generate greater school autonomy, although in both of
these states, policies and processes of school devolution are far from new.

Consistent with the United States, governance of school autonomy dif-
fers widely from state to state but is similarly framed by broader educational
governance that priorities market ideologies. Also consistent with the United
States, these ideologies have gradually taken hold of autonomous school
governance, with the initial idea of school autonomy (e.g., as in the Kar-
mel Report) informed by a progressive agenda in relation to community re-
sponsiveness and equity goals (see Australian Schools Commission 1973; Fab-
ricant and Fine 2012). In Australia, the alignment of market ideologies with
education governance has become evermore embedded with the increasing
use of, and legitimacy associated with, international and national measures
of school success to evaluate and rank schools publicly, concerted efforts to
devolve and reregulate schools around these measures, and commitment to
the supposition that competition between schools will work in tandem with
choice and accountability imperatives to drive up school performance. Like
the United States, it seems also the case in Australia that whatever cannot be
measured (through standardized tests) doesn’t count, despite strong oppo-
sition even from more conservative quarters that challenges the narrowness
and inadequacies of these measures in capturing school success (see Ravitch
2010; Jensen et al. 2013). There are also grave concerns, as in the United
States, about the decimation of the public system under autonomous school-
ing, with many challenging the instating of this reform as an abrogation of
state responsibility (and the risk and blame associated with this responsibility)
to schools, families, and local communities (see Lamb 2007; Smyth 2011).

5 See Smyth (2011); Lubienski and Lubienski (2013); Gobby (2013a); Cobbold (2014).
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Support for school autonomy in Australia remains strong despite evi-
dence that highlights, as with the United States, the inconclusive relationship
between increased school independence and improved educational attain-
ment.® Comparative research between schooling in NSW (a very centralized
system) and Victoria (a highly autonomized system), for example, finds no
significant difference in student performance on standardized international
and national measures such as PISA (Program for International Student As-
sessment) and NAPLAN (National Assessment Plan Literacy and Numer-
acy; see Jensen et al. 2013). Notwithstanding, the federal government has
recently committed 70 million dollars to convert 1,500 public schools to in-
dependent public status by 2017 on the pretext that it will improve schooling
and its outcomes in Australia.

These similarities provide a useful backdrop from which to consider
some of the nation-specific factors that mediate how autonomy is taken up
in the United States and Australia. As mentioned earlier, the diversity and
complexity of the US education system contrasts markedly with the Austra-
lian system in relation to the influence of state and federal governance and
the involvement of nongovernment players (Savage and O’Connor 2014).
Market imperatives are much stronger in the governance of schools in the
United States, especially with the involvement of the for-profit sector. This
system is more polycentric and its chartering more diverse and complex in
terms of type and governance. School autonomy in Australia is, by contrast,
much more closely tied to the state; it remains the responsibility of state
education departments to decide which schools are given independent status
and, once they are granted this status, state departments tend to retain con-
trol over areas such as policy and strategic direction, performance monitor-
ing and measurement, and curriculum (see Gobby 2013a; Cobbold 2014).

In Australia, like the United States, there has been strong research in-
terest on matters of school autonomy in relation to the values of public own-
ership, equity and access, and public purpose. The following section explores
these values in relation to key policy discourse currently shaping school au-
tonomy in Australia.

Public Ownership

As explained earlier, supporting schools to be governed closest to the
people they serve is key to the value of public ownership. Such public own-
ership can facilitate the conditions of inclusive and participatory governance
where students, parents and the community are involved in managing and
monitoring their local public school (Darling-Hammond and Montgomery

6 See Dempster (2000); Lubienski (2009); Kimber and Ehrich (2011); Jensen et al. (2013); Cobbold
(2014).
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2008). Focus in policy discourse at both federal and state levels in Australia is
very much on this value. Policy associated with school autonomy at a federal
level, for example, strongly encourages community and parental input (see
Department of Education 2014a); however, as with the United States, state
policy varies as to what such input might look like within the context of ini-
tiatives like the IPS. In Queensland, for instance, public ownership and par-
ticipatory governance are touted as the major selling points for IPS, as the
following statement on Education Queensland’s website (State of Queens-
land 2014) explains: “The Independent Public Schools initiative recognises
the best decision-making often occurs at a local level through direct response
to local community needs and aspirations. . . . By becoming an Independent
Public School, Queensland principals, teachers, parents and local commu-
nities have greater control and ownership of their schools.”

Enhanced local governance, a locally tailored workforce, and public ac-
countability, transparency, and performance are among the key opportuni-
ties that this initiative is said to foster (State of Queensland 2014). In further
reference to maintaining public ownership, Education Queensland is ex-
plicit that IP schools in this state remain part of the public system with ac-
cess to the same support as other state schools. This emphasis on remain-
ing part of the public system is also a strong feature of IPS policy in Western
Australia (from which the Queensland policy heavily borrows). Indeed, Gobby
(2014) describes this feature as a key rationality that was crucial to teachers
and their unions accepting this reform given their fears that they may lose the
resources, entittements, and protections of the public system under the IPS
initiative.

Presently (at the time of writing) in Queensland there are 80 IPS. All
1,230 state schools can apply to become independent through an expression
of interest process to Education Queensland. In this application, the values
of public ownership are evident in the requirement that schools provide evi-
dence that consultation in favor of the conversion has occurred across school
stake-holder groups, including teachers, parents, and local community bodies
(State of Queensland 2014). Further ensuring the maintenance of public own-
ership and setting up the conditions for participatory governance, there are
key requirements stipulated by the Department concerning how IP schools
are managed and monitored; for example, there are clear guidelines about
the composition of, and duties associated with, the school council. Each coun-
cil must include an equal number of elected parent and staff members (at least
one each), elected student members along with the school principal (who can-
not hold the position of Chair), and the leader of the Parents and Citizens
association. The functions, terms of office, and meeting requirements of the
council also support participatory governance of IPS. For instance, the coun-
cil has the responsibility to “set the direction, culture and tone of the school”;
it is required to approve and monitor the school’s strategic plans and direc-
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tion, including those associated with revenue and expenditure; members of
council cannot hold office for longer than two years; and the council must
meet at least twice in each semester with decisions about the school passed
only by majority vote.

These conditions reflect the value of public ownership in their facilita-
tion of inclusive and participatory governance. To be sure, there are other
elements that are crucial in realizing this value within the context of school
councils, for example, ensuring that the processes of decision-making about
the school are appropriately informed and collaborative and that the focus
of such decision-making aligns with broader educative goals such as high
expectations for all learners. Itis also important to consider the ways in which
the broader climate will impact a school’s capacity to foster genuinely par-
ticipatory governance. Gobby’s research (2013b, 2014), for example, ex-
amines school leadership within the IPS system in Western Australia. Con-
sistent with research broader afield (see Exley and Ball 2011), this research
theorizes the parameters of the IPS as new regulatory mechanisms of neo-
liberal government that harness and shape individual school autonomy to
achieve political ends rather than local and particularized community and
school-led goals. Notwithstanding, policy support for inclusive, community-
led, and participatory governance is important in fostering public owner-
ship, as is the support in emerging policy in some Australian states for cre-
ating new structures and networks to improve education services within
and beyond the IPS system (see Department of Education 2014b). As a po-
tential conduit for sharing innovation and improvement across the sys-
tem (Dempster 2000), these structures and networks reflect the ethos of
collaboration so important to the value of public ownership in relation to
state education.

Equity and Access

Equity and access in areas such as material and human resource distri-
bution to schools and student participation are hallmark values of public
schooling. As noted earlier, Australia has perhaps been better placed than
the United States in terms of federal intervention to generate greater equity
within the public schooling sector through a strong policy history of redis-
tributive funding. Notwithstanding such provision, there are concerns in Aus-
tralia, as in the United States, that school autonomy is compromising equity
and access across the public system through its promotion of social segrega-
tion and stratification. There has, for example, been an intensifying of the
gap between schools serving the privileged and those serving the underpriv-
ileged, reflecting a residualization within the system with negative conse-
quences for students living in poverty (see Lamb 2007; Smyth 2011). As
Lamb’s work (2007) in the state of Victoria reveals, such reforms have led to
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much lower enrollments in schools serving the poor, who are also left to
cope with much higher concentrations of the various groups of disadvan-
taged students. In this climate, as with the United States, there is evidence of
covert enrollment discrimination to exclude lower attaining students. An-
other major equity issue relating to this residualization that is perhaps espe-
cially pronounced in Australia relates to the challenges of staffing. As noted
earlier, the specific geography of the Australian context presents challenges
of resource provision, especially adequately staffing “difficult” schools (whose
student population is invariably disadvantaged). In these circumstances, moves
within autonomous schooling initiatives to allow staffing to be determined at
the school level may be detrimental for equity, as they signify the dismantling
of an overarching centralized body responsible for staffing all schools equi-
tably. School-level staff selection may contribute to residualization in the sys-
tem with the best quality teachers selected to teach in the highest attaining
schools.

Like the United States, there are also equity concerns in Australia asso-
ciated with issues of enterprise and funding. There are clear expectations
within the school autonomy movement for schools to be enterprising—for
example, to work with business, industry, and community organizations in
developing innovative partnerships and sponsorships that will provide extra
support for students, schools, and the local community (see State of Queens-
land 2014). In Queensland, creating such partnerships and sponsorships
would seem critical for IP schools to survive economically, given the nominal
amount of financial support ($50,000 on converting and a potential $50,000
each year on application) these schools are granted to manage their auton-
omy. Business partnerships and sponsorships would also seem crucial in Vic-
toria, Australia’s most autonomous state education system, where according
torecentaccounts (see Preiss 2014), many schools are unable to pay their staff.
In this climate, schools have engaged in cost-cutting measures that clearly
undermine student equity, such as reducing specialized support, employing
fewer teachers, and increasing class sizes (see Lamb 2007). These are matters
that, as mentioned earlier, are crucial to consider in working toward an eq-
uitable autonomous schooling system (Dingerson et al. 2008).

Despite the strong commitment to and intended growth of autonomous
schooling in Australia, there is little emphasis or provision in policy discourse
at both federal and state level for addressing such matters. This lack of em-
phasis has potentially deleterious consequences for equity. There is a dan-
ger, for example, that the newer systems of autonomy in Queensland and
Western Australia will replicate the situation in Victoria where autonomous
schooling has increased the stratification of public schools. There are, how-
ever, some positive aspects embedded in the policy of these newer versions
of school autonomy that may serve to prevent some of this stratification.
First, in both contexts, the take-up of this initiative has been relatively slow
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and staggered over time; second, there are consultative and inclusive pro-
cesses that are required for schools to convert; and third, there is recognition
of the importance of school and community “readiness” for converting to
independent status (see Melbourne University 2013). In Western Australia,
for example, there are new development and selection programmes
designed to build on the readiness of school communities for IPS status that
include “structured opportunities for learning guidance and feedback”
(Department of Education 2014b). These factors allow time, scope, and
support for matters of equity to be carefully considered (Melbourne Uni-
versity 2013).

Asin the United States, the stratification encouraged by school autonomy
in Australia has highlighted inherent problems with the notion of choice.
Choice within the context of public measures of accountability is a key un-
derlying principle of autonomous schools in the United States (see Fabri-
cant and Fine 2012) and Australia (see Smyth 2011). Policy in relation to
these areas in Australia and the United States reflects assumptions that par-
ents can make an authentic choice about the quality or otherwise of their
local school. Such assumptions in Australia are apparent in relation to the
MySchool website. This website details and compares schools on the basis of
standardized test results and is, in all but name, a league table ranking all
schools in Australia. One of the key justifications for introducing the site given
by the former federal government was to provide parents with quality and
accurate information about their children’s school. However, it is predomi-
nantly well-educated and informed (i.e., middle class) parents who are able
to access and make use of this site in relation to school choice and account-
ability (Lingard 2011; Smyth 2011).

Itis clear that the divisive effects of choice and devolution engendered by
autonomous schooling environments need to be better addressed through
policy. There are broader mandates at both state and federal levels in Aus-
tralia that instate and provide guidance for pursuing equity in schools. More-
over, the predominant model of school autonomy in Australia can (in terms
of'its close ties to the state), to some extent, protect equity outcomes through
provisions in policy described earlier that foster inclusive participatory gov-
ernance. Nevertheless, there is insufficient policy attention to the ways in
which school autonomy within a system based on choice and accountability
can undermine equity and access and the democratic goal to serve all stu-
dents equally (Darling-Hammond and Montgomery 2008).

Public Purpose

The value of public purpose is about prioritizing the moral and social
imperatives of education toward the betterment of society. As with the United
States, there are long-held concerns in Australia that such imperatives are
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sidelined by the managerialism and narrow mandates of the current stan-
dards and testing culture.” Greater school autonomy amid this culture is
seen as further shifting the focus and ethos of schools away from teaching
and learning to management and enterprise. The promotion of a business
model of operating is both implicit and explicitin policy discourse about how
autonomous schools are expected to operate in Australia. In the Queens-
land context, for example, as noted earlier, there is nominal funding pro-
vided by the state Department to support schools to convert to and maintain
their IPS status, which can be seen as compelling schools to seek out business
partnerships and sponsorship in order to manage and maintain their extra
responsibilities as independent public schools. These responsibilities, as the
research on self-managing schools in Australia has long highlighted, are
substantial (see Dempster 2000). By recent reports, some schools are already
floundering in their efforts at managing these extra responsibilities within
the IPS initiative (see Dreyfus 2012).

A more explicit focus on a business model of operating is evident in the
expectation that independent public schools will seek out sponsorship and
industry connections. Indeed, the IPS initiative in Queensland is presented
as an opportunity to work in new ways with local businesses and industry
and to “pursue creative models of sponsorship, industry partnerships and
infrastructure partnerships.” IP schools are also encouraged to include these
“stakeholders” on their councils (State of Queensland 2014). Such expecta-
tions emphasise concerns of finance and enterprise and detract from a focus
on teaching, learning, and the moral and social purposes of schooling.

On a more positive note, the close ties that autonomous schools in Aus-
tralia have with the state enable a focus on public purpose. Certainly, there
are provisions within the IPS policy that require schools to operate closer to
their local community, as noted earlier in relation to public ownership, which
can facilitate an overseeing of matters of public purpose such as social and
moral learning. Like some state requirements in the United States, the IPS
system in Queensland, for example, requires that schools articulate ways in
which their conversion will benefit students and the broader community and
how it will lead to innovation and improved student performance. While
such parameters may not necessarily encourage social and moral learning
that leads to active and critically informed citizenship, they do nevertheless
provide a space for centering the value of public purpose in relation to this
learning.

Additionally, there are important “out-of-scope” requirements within this
policy that protect a focus on public purpose in delimiting the scope for

7 See Dempster (2000); McInerney (2003); Blackmore (2004); Kimber and Ehrich (2011); Gobby
(2013a).
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business profit and enterprise. For example, the school council cannot con-
trol funds or enter into contracts with the school; they cannot “acquire, hold,
dispose of or deal with property”; and they cannot “establish a committee or
subcommittee” (State of Queensland 2014).

While market ideologies are clearly evident and seemingly increasing in
how school autonomy is framed in Australia, such policy conditions protect
the value of public purpose. Importantly, the restrictions around business
profit and enterprise as well as the requirements associated with public own-
ership delimit possibilities for the for-profit sector to run schools. This is sig-
nificant. As noted earlier, schools operating under for-profit arrangements
are less likely to prioritize public purpose values in their privileging of market
and business ideologies. They are also less likely to share their innovations
with other schools outside their group, given their competitive focus on ob-
taining their market share of students.

Conclusion

There is a strong and growing commitment to instating systems of pub-
lic school autonomy across the world. This is a global policy discourse that
intersects with international and national imperatives to produce particular
effects. The comparative analysis in this article provided an account of how
such discourses and imperatives are playing out within the United States and
Australia. The resonances between these two contexts highlight the homog-
enizing effects of this global policy, while each nation’s differential engage-
ment highlights important points of departure.

There are distinct similarities associated with the political discourse
and education practices of charter schooling in the United States and self-
managing or IP schools in Australia. In both contexts, there is political in-
sistence as to the efficacy of this reform despite evidence to the contrary; in
both contexts, school autonomy is justified along similar lines; and in both
contexts, governance of school autonomy varies markedly from state to state.
Furthermore, research in both contexts raises very similar concerns with the
ways in which autonomous schooling, when driven by market imperatives, is
undermining the integrity of public education, associated in this article with
the values of public ownership, equity and access and public purpose. In
relation to public ownership, there are concerns that autonomy in this en-
vironment is being taken up in ways that undermine inclusive, collaborative
and locally responsive school governance; in relation to equity and access,
there are concerns that this environment is promoting segregation and strat-
ification between schools leading to practices of exclusion; and in relation
to public purpose, there are concerns with the sidelining of the moral and
social purposes of schooling.
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Where the US system differs markedly from the Australian system is in its
far greater devolution and complexity. The system of school autonomy in
Australia is far less polycentric in governance; that is, it is more closely tied
to, and regulated by, centralized authorities. The analysis of the Australian
system presented in this article indicates the significance of these ties in
relation to policy provision to support the goals of public ownership, equity
and access and public purpose. In relation to public ownership, for example,
there was a policy focus on inclusive and participatory school governance.
In relation to the values of equity and public purpose, while there was a lack
of adequate recognition of the divisive and stratifying effects of choice, there
were particular aspects of policy in Queensland and Western Australia sig-
nificant in protecting these values, such as requirements for schools to be
responsive to and accountable for the needs of the school and local com-
munity through mandatory consultation and representation processes and
to adhere to specific restrictions around schools’ relationships with the busi-
ness sector. Other aspects of policy in these contexts that were seen to protect
these values were associated with the slow and staggered uptake of the IPS
initiative and recognizing the importance of school and community “readi-
ness” for converting to independent status. These factors allow time, scope
and support for matters of public ownership, equity, and public purpose to be
considered (Dingerson et al. 2008).

The article highlighted other conditions of possibility in the Australian
context that supported these values. Unlike in the United States, the Aus-
tralian education system is far less subject to the unfettered market logic of
the private or for-profit sector and thus more amenable to a focus on public
ownership, equity and public purpose. The more centralized and regulated
system in Australia, including the greater federal power and involvement in
education, may also support these values. A more equitable partnership in
education in terms of state and federal investment would seem more likely
(than a more inequitable partnership) to foster the sense of policy cohesion
necessary to embed these values across state education systems.

International endorsement of school autonomy, as a mechanism for
driving up education standards, is reflective of its status as a globalized policy
discourse. It is clear that this discourse is driving “national systems of edu-
cation toward a similar policy outlook” (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, 42). How-
ever, as this article has illustrated, it is also clear that school autonomy is
“grounded in a particular politics at a particular time,” shaped as it is by na-
tional and local histories and cultures (Lingard et al. 2002, 15). Such fluidity
and change, especially in light of the susceptibility of autonomous schooling
environments to prioritize market imperatives over educative goals, provide
a strong warrant for focusing on the values presented in this article as main-
taining the integrity of public education—the hallmark values of public own-
ership, equity, and public purpose.
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