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Abstract

This paper examines the importance of an effective system and effective schools in delivering better outcomes for students.  The international evidence is that the critical levers are set at school level or below, within the context of a system that empowers the individual school.  It finds that this requires being clear about the role of the centre, and of schools, and how to optimise the relationship between the two through communications, through trust and through the appropriate distribution of decision making rights.  The paper considers how we can begin to move toward an intelligent system that is responsive to clear objective setting and to exploring the opportunities afforded by change, whilst drawing on the capabilities and commitment of those involved.
Simon Smelt

Empowering Schools
Summary

The key units of analysis for understanding how to improve teaching and learning so that all students achieve their potential are the individual student, teacher or classroom.  But the key unit of relationship for the centre is the school and the key nexus of decision making for delivering schooling is the school – bringing together personnel, resources, physical assets, management and governance structures, students, family, whanau and the community.
State school operate within a system that both supports and constrains them in powerful ways.  To realize strategies for effective teaching and learning requires effective management and leadership at the school level placed within an effective schooling system which delivers the necessary resourcing, direction, support and guidance from the centre.  Hence, to deliver better outcomes for students requires: (i) appropriate location of decision making; (ii) the centre to support decision making in schools and to understand and foster the dynamics of good relations within the schooling system; and (iii) both system and school leadership which encourages innovation and collaboration.
The 1989 school reforms were based on de-centralisation of school management and governance to the school itself, reflecting part of a global trend.  Since then the role of the centre has grown significantly in response to various pressures and schools face increasing expectations and increased pressure on them to perform.  This leaves us now uncertain as to what are the issues in determining how far decentralisation or recentralisation of decision making should go and what empowerment of schools might mean.  What are the lights we can now, in the first decade of the 21st century, steer by?  
In looking at where various types of decision should be taken in a complex system, tests can be applied in terms of a delegation (top down) or subsidiarity (bottom up) approach.  Both approaches recognise that different kinds of decision may be best taken at central and at local levels.  The subsidiarity principle can be stated as: 

The importance of locating decisions locally as far as possible: every action should be taken at the level most likely to understand and experience the consequences.
The subsidiarity approach of local management as far as possible is appropriate for schools because:

· the school is the unit where teachers, students and resources are brought together to produce educational outcomes

· within the structure of the public education system, schools are the nexus of decision making

· private schools retain the same form, and show little tendency to mega-schools, multiple branches, branding or franchising – illustrating that the school is the natural unit of education
This approach focuses on self managing schools.  In combination with the roles of the centre and the need to understand the dynamics of the system, this provides the questions necessary in charting the course to a high trust regime.  The relationship between the centre and schools is critical as diagram 1 illustrates.  This does not imply that schools be stand-alone institutions or that the centre does not have significant roles in resourcing, directing, guiding and supporting schools and their staff.
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In looking at the structure of schooling, as with any institutional design, we have to consider the information available to the parties involved, their capability to handle information, and their incentives and broader motivations.  Institutions differ in the way they handle these.  Such differences explain the “DNA” of a system – the strong tendency to proceed in certain ways, with specific dynamics and tensions tending to replicate, regardless of the plans and intentions of those seeking to manage the system.  Change in one element of policy or management is liable to engender shifts in others.
Extensive international evidence shows that, outside carefully defined areas and necessary accountabilities, central direction, however well intentioned, is liable to be counter-productive at school level.  The emphasis is on the school: as the place where the decisions are made that realize effectiveness, as the base for networks that extend learning opportunities, and as the context for teaching professionals to actively contribute and manage.  Studies have repeatedly emphasised the importance of school leadership and teachers owning reforms, rather than “downloading” a pre-determined programme.  To act on a problem or issue, people need to be able to see it as unique and reframe it for their own context.
Decision making by self-managing schools is likely in many cases to be more effective because: 

i. local decision makers are best informed about the range of factors to be taken into account at the critical point of delivery, the school 

ii. in most cases, local decision makers have stronger incentives to ensure that the local school succeeds than more remote administrators who are liable to be subject to bureaucratic and political forces

iii. in most cases, local decision makers are subject to stronger accountability arrangements (whether formal or informal) than remote administrators who, in any event, have little control of outcomes at school level
iv. local decision makers need the flexibility to innovate and experiment in response both to local circumstances and to changes in environment; this is difficult to cater for by centrally driven controls or decisions

v. management coherence, the engagement of professional skills and the development of the school as an organisation that can learn and adapt are realised through decisions focussed at the school level – teachers need to own the solutions they apply and this occurs primarily in a school context

vi. disbursing decision making powers and money to the local level avoids distracting and potentially zero sum political and lobbying games at the centre

vii. local decision making draws on the social capital in the local community.

viii. local decision making may facilitate the growth of genuine networks or communities of interest across or between schools and thus sharing, support and innovation across such communities.

Of course, not all factors will operate in every case and negatives may occur.
To obtain a balanced perspective, which recognises the strengths of both the centre and school based management, a variety of tests based on the subsidiarity perspective can be applied (see the Annex to this paper).  These help identify where it is appropriate to locate various kinds of decision making and bring out the complexity of the interactions between the centre and schools.  No simple template or slogan can capture the richness of the relationship or the variety of challenges it faces.  The tests show the substantive reasons why the centre needs to take or direct some decisions and also the importance of this being informed by the perspective of self managing schools.

On the basis of these tests and of international evidence on school systems and reforms, a highly effective schooling system will be founded in the following characteristics: 

1. central decision making is predictable and consistent

2. there is commitment to a clearly understood basis of relationship between the centre and local levels (in effect a form of two-way contract)

3. there is trust and engagement between levels and the centre clearly seeks to facilitate and support decision making at the local level 

4. the centre understands schools, the problems they face, and the strengths and weaknesses of the local level

5. clear systems of accountability

6. capacity building, especially through networking, matched by release of control at the centre, and

7. shared responsibility between levels, combined with forward looking leadership by the centre.

Such a context provides the basis for innovation and change where ownership and development of solutions, wherever they originated, can be taken by school staff.
An intelligent schooling system supports and consists of “learning organisations” at the school and the centre.  Just as students are now seen as co-constructing their curriculum, schools need to be seen as co-constructing the schooling system.  We cannot hope to achieve an intelligent system unless the issues discussed are addressed and the key characteristics pursued.

Research suggests that to the extent that a foundation in (1) to (7) is lacking, then conflict, cooperation and coordination will be consistently problematic within the system and in particular between the centre and local levels.  The centre will be part of the problem rather than part of the solution. There will be a tendency for misunderstandings, for lack of responsiveness, for alliances against the centre and for cooperation and coordination to be difficult to obtain.
Such problems are not solved by greater central control, by target setting, by consultations at national level, or by more resources.  They are solved by attention to the subsidiarity principle and its realisation and support in self managing schools.

1. Introduction

To help all students achieve their potential requires effective practice at school level.  The international evidence for effective schooling is that the critical levers are set at school level or below, within the context of a system that empowers the individual school.  

The key units of analysis for understanding how to improve teaching and learning so that all students achieve their potential are the individual student, teacher or classroom.  Effective schools require an effective system backed by effective policy making.  To empower schools is to empower all those concerned in helping all students achieve their potential.  
Any state schooling system involves the state as funder or part funder and the school as the centre of provision of schooling.  Within these basics, there are many possible patterns and distributions of resources, responsibilities and decision making rights.

The OECD has commented on the widespread trend to de-centralisation of school management to the school itself
.  School based management can be defined as the systematic decentralisation to the school level of authority and responsibility to make decisions on significant matters related to school operations within a centrally determined framework of goals, policies, curriculum, standards, and accountability.

2. Allocating Decision Making Rights

The state as funder must necessarily set broad objectives and standards that the funds are intended to enable providers (the schools) to achieve in relation to their students.  Some minimal system of monitoring both in relation to the disbursement of funds and the achievement of objectives and standards is necessary.  At school level, there are a host of day to day and year to year decisions on the detail of deployment of human and other resources, on delivery of learning, and on human resource development which must fall to the school management.  Between these two “musts” is a huge field of decisions or possible decisions which could, arguably, fall to school level management or to the state, whether through national, regional or other decision making bodies.  
The state has a considerable apparatus of possible tools to guide the schooling system from funding, to regulation, to encouragement (see the Annex for a brief outline of these).  The balance between these will depend on the detail of the policy to be pursued.  However, what are the general principles that apply in determining the broad thrust and priority between school based decision making and that by the state or its agents?
General discussion about centralisation/decentralisation can proceed on one of two bases.  First, delegation: what decision making powers and responsibilities should the state hand down to lower level bodies, and why.  The essential assumption or default position here is that matters should lie with the state or higher levels bodies and only be delegated where there is a clear case to be made or specific tests satisfied.
The second basis is subsidiarity: what decision making powers and responsibilities should be assumed by the state or higher level bodies on behalf of lower level bodies.  The essential assumption or default position here is that matters should lie with the lowest level body possible and only be taken by higher level bodies where there is a clear case to be made or specific tests satisfied.  The subsidiarity principle can be stated as: 

The importance of locating decisions locally as far as possible: every action should be taken at the level most likely to understand and experience the consequences.
In theory, either of these approaches is neutral and, by dint of careful analysis and investigation, where different factors are weighed in the balance, both could lead to the same or similar conclusions.  The delegation approach need not mean that most decisions are seen as necessarily resting with the centre, nor need the subsidiarity approach mean that most decisions are viewed as necessarily resting at local level.  The starting point is only the starting point and different starting points can lead to the same conclusion.  

However, in practice, the starting point is liable to be critical to the assumptions made, to how questions are framed and to what conclusions are reached.  Each approach can subsume a philosophy – of centralisation or of localisation.  There can tend to be a presumption with each approach that there is a level where decisions naturally reside; for example, under the delegation approach, that decisions are delegated from the centre to lower levels by the choice of the centre, rather than residing as of right at lower levels. 

In terms of schools, there are a number of factors that strongly point us to a bottom up approach (that is to subsidiarity):

i. They are the unit where teachers, students and resources are brought together to produce educational outcomes; this applies with remarkable consistency across different cultures, economies, educational systems and bureaucratic structures, and across time. Private schools also retain the same form.  A school, and in broad terms what a school does, is recognisable almost anywhere.  The school is the natural unit of education.

ii. Within the structure of public education systems, they are the nexus of decision making for the government’s purchase and ownership interests and for community engagement.
The subsidiarity approach of local management as far as possible amounts to a focus on self managing schools.
This makes the relations between the centre and schools critical as diagram 1 below brings out.  If the relationship is weak then high level policy, policy programmes, guidance and information directed by the centre at benefiting students will be undermined at the point of connection to the school. 
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In the above list, (i) and (ii) point to strong organisational forces which lead to the location of many educational decisions at the level of the school.  These do not alter greatly with different organisational structures or models of schooling.  An approach based on the distribution of “rights” and on professional competence finds the school as the nexus of decision making and delivery.  Similarly, a model of a schooling system based on parental choice rests on the response at school level to the exercise, or threat of exercise, of such choice.  Even an approach based on central competence rests on the school as the point of delivery and intersection with teachers and the community.

The OECD has developed a number of scenarios for the future of schooling, which include the possible withering away of the school.  However, ICT in itself is unlikely to achieve this.  Books also provide a direct means of access for students and families to knowledge.  As internet access becomes ubiquitous, there may be less need of the school or other library as a resource, but more need for guidance in navigating the vastness of the web (where branding is weaker than afforded by, for example, leading book publishers of encyclopaedias and guides), whilst software programmes can be even more costly to acquire than books.  Thus, if anything, ICT may reinforce the school’s role, even as it changes that role.

Thus, the starting point for examining the allocation of decision making powers and responsibilities in relation to schools is subsidiarity: decisions should rest with the school, absent a strong case to the contrary.  This does not mean that all or most critical decisions should lie there, nor does this approach tell us what decisions should rest where.  For this, we must apply appropriate tests.
These are developed and applied in the annex.  The list of tests used to illustrate how to approach where decision making rights should lie is:

a) Information location, importance and cost of transfer: Decision making should be co-located with the relevant information or the information transferred to the decision maker.

b) Accountability considerations.  Location of decision making should reflect or be accompanied by appropriate arrangements over accountability.

c) Risk management: To the extent the government is a risk holder, it may need to manage its exposure to that risk.

d) Economies of scale and scope: Efficiency considerations influence the location of decision making. 

e) Coordination between decision makers may require a higher level authority

f) Difficulties of contract specification: Contracting out may not be wise if the contract is hard to specify.

g) The importance of community engagement. 

h) The importance of flexibility and tailoring to meet needs or expectations.

i) The existence of externalities.  Where there are significant externalities to a decision maker, then the government may need to be engaged in order to ensure that these external costs or benefits are adequately taken into account. 

j) Equity concerns: how is the allocation of decision making rights liable to effect equity concerns; how can the interests of those who may be under-powered in some way in a system best be protected or enhanced.

k) The key constituencies of decision makers.  For example, what lobbying behaviour is likely to be encouraged by locating decision making at a particular level, and with what effects – such as distraction from the business at hand, distortion of policies, emphasis on presentational issues, and so forth.

l) How can trust be built up and what could undermine it.

m) What are the main forces of change at work in relation to a system, both internally and externally.  How can an appropriate level of innovation and experimentation be released and with suitable feedback into the wider system.

In applying a list of the type shown above or other tests, there is one vital step to make.  It is to avoid any implicit assumptions that each level within a system will do its job well, use the information available to it and so forth, or, to the extent that it might not, that reinforcing action by higher levels or suitable contract specification and accountability arrangements can be developed to take care of that.  This approach is built on “a belief that people throughout organisational hierarchies will respond predictably to pressures and incentives set from above.“
  It also assumes that weakness at one level in a system can readily and smoothly be compensated for by transferring responsibility to what is a more appropriate level in terms of the criteria (whether that is up or down).

This fails to adopt a dynamic approach and allow for how people adapt to change in practice.  It does not allow for the grit in the machine or for the forces at work within any system – the dynamics of its “DNA” - that can drive it in a particular direction.  This is associated with the strong tendency for individuals to find their way around formal systems and channels to suit themselves better.  Changing decision making rights changes one factor in a complex set of inter-actions, both formal and informal, which constitute the culture of an institution or set of institutions - “how we do things round here”.  Hence, there will be other changes as the various parties seek a new equilibrium; sometimes there may be a strong tendency to return to previous patterns of behaviour, sometimes patterns may change abruptly and in unexpected ways.  

Those involved do not simply follow instructions, nor are they simply passive in the face of an imposed change or perceived threat.  They react and adapt in the light of their own context and understanding and goals.  One could say that “play is ongoing” and that, for example, a new policy will result in another round of play in response.  The system is difficult to steer and responses are hard (but not impossible) to predict.
  In short, policy is difficult to implement.  

Consequently, in any institutional structure of relationships, the identification of goals and delineation of rules is not sufficient to ensure that performance will match expectations.  Unless the "DNA" of the institutional system is appropriate, it may deliver disappointing or negative results in response to change. 

Nonetheless, the centre must set overall direction for the system, seek to raise standards and to achieve certain changes in schools.  To do this effectively, the relationship with schools must work, the DNA must be appropriate.

3 Effective Schools
Consensus of views

Effective schools may be defined as those that are effective in delivering outcomes for students with the resources available to them.  To simplify our discussion here, we will not distinguish between the role of the school board and that of the school principal in discussing “effective schools”.

Given the complexities we have discussed, what works?  
There are a number of possible ways to analyse the implementation of public policy and strategy for complex systems, such as public choice theory, synoptic planning, and retroactive planning.
  And there are various models for looking at processes within schools.  There is, however, broad consensus on how to facilitate the emergence of effective schools.  A U.S. study found effective organisation second only to student aptitude in determining achievement gains.
  Summaries of international research into effective schools, such as those by Sammons or for UNESCO,
 list a variety of effectiveness enhancing factors (professional leadership, achievement orientation, school climate and so forth) emerging from research, all of which would be determined largely at or below the school level.  Comparing international research results, changing the level of inputs was found to have low impact on school effectiveness, school level factors were found to have medium impact and instructional factors (including those determined or lead at school level) medium to high impact.  In short, the critical levers are set at school level or below, within the context of a system that empowers the individual school. 
Hence, it is no surprise that such findings:

“spearheaded the formulation of new management theories and methods for schools… From now on, instructions would come not from the top down, but rather by focusing on addressing the pupils’ needs, on the assumption that those who were closest to the pupil were better equipped to assess his needs… No longer would officials outside the school be seen as responsible for education outcomes…”

Consequently:
“Such an approach cannot be carried out unless most of the means which until now had been in the hands of central authorities outside the school are handed over to the educational institution itself and its teachers.”

Cheng
 describes the third wave of education reform as consisting of both “individualized schooling” and of “localized and globalized schooling”.  Cheng sees individualised learning as connected to localised and globalized schooling:

“The school extends its boundaries to the multiple sources of learning … Parents and communities … are actively involved and new forms of partnership developed which support effective networking … Locally and globally networked schooling can provide a wide spectrum of learning experiences …”
Two other driving forces come from teaching staff and management. First, the expectations of teachers who increasingly expect to contribute pro-actively to a culture of effective schooling within a context where the decisions are made locally.
  Second, and as the other side of the coin to this, the needs of effective school based management.  The effectiveness enhancing strategies mentioned earlier require effective management at the school level to realize.  This in turn requires leadership at the school level which encourages innovation and collaboration – a community and communication oriented, rather than top down, approach.  This is not commensurate with many decision making rights residing at a higher level than the school.

This thrust in thinking joins with the growing emphasis on the importance of networks and the role of government as coordinator and facilitator of such networks, rather than director and controller.  For example, two OECD educational studies:

“To what extent can educational networks replace cumbersome bureaucracies as sources of innovation, decision making and professionalism?  And what wider forms of management and governance are suited to systems in which schools are more autonomous, sources of learning increasingly diverse and the world more complex?”

“Large and centralised organisational structures which rely on control and communications channels are vanishing … Whilst these have been successful institutional arrangements, they are now like dinosaurs, unable to cope with a flexible environment and to respond to a growing variety of unstable demands in a knowledge-based economy.”

The emphasis is, therefore, on decision making at the school: as the place where the decisions are made which realize effectiveness, as the base for networks to extend learning opportunities, and as the context for teaching professionals to actively contribute and manage. In consequence of these pressures, there has been a significant move toward decentralisation of decision making to schools.  
However, decentralisation is a broad brush term.  What we can do is look at evidence on the impact of moves to decentralisation to see if it has been effective.  There is the wide ranging supportive evidence assembled by various reports and the broad body of evidence (often qualitative) that has influenced the lines of thinking already quoted.  But what specific evidence do we have and what picture begins to emerge of the DNA of an effective system?
Evidence

The OECD notes a number of barriers to parents playing a greater role
.  Nonetheless, some clear streams of evidence are emerging internationally.

In the U.S., school boards which engage collaboratively with schools are found to have schools that over-perform significantly relative to those boards adopting a more top-down approach.
  The evidence on charter schools is quite mixed.  A recent study finds that the more independently managed charter schools outperform regular schools.
  In any event, they appear popular as the number of charter schools grows consistently by about 10% per annum and now serve some 1 million students.

In Victoria, Australia, the major decentralisation there initially found weak evidence of gains to efficiency or effectiveness. However, the third generation of studies found significant gains.
  The reforms took some time to bed in, to be well defined at the centre, and to gain the confidence and matching expertise at school level.  This illustrates the need to stay the course and not to expect “magic bullets”.

In the U.K., decentralising reforms driven by efficiency and raising standards have been accompanied by other changes which could be seen as centralising.  The effects are not straightforward to analyse.  Nonetheless, one of the leading researchers states that decentralisation can be shown to have raised standards with the same or lower per capita real costs, but against the background of considerable unease and concern in the teaching profession and increased turnover.
  A survey of school and local authority views of recent changes to funding arrangements found that respondents were negative about threats to local autonomy and positive about the contribution greater local autonomy could make to raising attainment.

In Finland, schools remained centrally controlled until 1985, when a “gradual shift towards trusting schools and teachers began”
 with the era of a trust based school culture formally starting in the early 1990s.  Finland’s PISA results improved slightly during the 1990s but the major gains were shown during the current decade.  Over the same period, expenditure on schooling has fallen.  Thus, decentralisation and a culture of trust had to be pursued consistently for some years and results took five plus years to demonstrate.  Now Finland enjoys outstandingly high levels of achievement and low levels of inter-school variance by OECD standards.

There are also various reports of successful experiments and developments which emphasise change spread through limited networks of schools rather than through a top-down approach.
 
Aside from national and sub-national studies, international comparative work using OECD PISA data has found that institutions play a key role in determining student performance (accounting for c 25% of variance).  The main positive driver here is school autonomy which has statistically significant positive effects, provided that the school is held accountable for performance.  These factors account for about one third of observed international differences in performance in maths and science.
  Thus, the cross-national evidence amongst OECD members is that greater school autonomy, when matched with appropriate accountability, yields strong positive results.  The converse applies: centralisation undermines school performance.  
Studies have repeatedly emphasised the importance of school leadership and teachers owning reforms, which means both understanding them and having strong influence over their shape in implementing them, rather than “downloading” a pre-determined programme.  To act on a problem or issue, people need to be able to see it as unique and reframe it for their own context, experimenting with solutions.
  For teachers, their context is usually their school or local group of specialists.  Hence, this in turn requires a substantial span of control over reforms at or below school level and consequential strong restraints on the centre’s role.  A top down approach by the centre tends – often contrary to intentions - to undermine the school as a nexus of leadership and change, and to weaken it as a social unit where professionals can begin to gain ownership of new techniques and directions.
Another possibly useful form of comparison is to compare private schools to state schools, where the former are subject to less tight regulation than state schools.  An international survey found that, after controlling for differences in SES, private schools out-performed state schools when they were more loosely controlled than state schools but did not when they were subject to roughly the same degree of central control. 
  Similarly, the econometric analysis of OECD PISA data found that, after controlling for SES and parental education level, privately managed schools performed statistically significantly better than those subject to the constraints of a public system.
  Generally, within countries where they are not tightly regulated, private schools have been found to outperform state schools, after socio-economic status has been allowed for or in relation to disadvantaged students.
  This may be due to selection of such schools by the more educationally focussed parents within low SES populations or of disadvantaged students.
  If so, this raises the question of why such parents need to show their motivation by exiting the state controlled system.
Overall, the evidence is that, outside carefully defined areas and necessary accountabilities, (discussed further below), central direction, however well intentioned, is liable to be counter-productive at school level.  This is strong support for the subsidiarity principle and for the approach of self-managing schools.
These various results are broadly to be expected in terms of the importance of locating decisions locally as far as possible (the subsidiarity principle) because: 

i. local decision makers are best informed about the range of factors to be taken into account at the critical point of delivery, the school

ii. in most cases, local decision makers have stronger incentives to ensure that the local school succeeds than more remote administrators who are liable to be subject to bureaucratic and political forces
iii. in most cases, local decision makers are subject to stronger accountability arrangements (whether formal or informal) than remote administrators who, in any event, have little control of outcomes at school level

iv. local decision makers need the flexibility to innovate and experiment in response both to local circumstances and to changes in environment; this is difficult to cater for through centrally driven controls or decisions
v. management coherence, the engagement of professional skills and the development of the school as an organisation that can learn and adapt are realised through decisions focussed at the school level – teachers need to own the solutions they apply and this occurs primarily in a school context
vi. disbursing decision making powers and money to the local level avoids setting up distracting and potentially zero sum political and lobbying games at the centre
vii. local decision making draws on the social capital present within the local community, and
viii. local decision making may facilitate the growth of genuine networks or communities of interest across and between schools and thus sharing, support and innovation across such communities.
Not all of these factors will operate in every case and negatives (e.g. local rivalries) may also occur.  However, the factors (i) to (viii) interact so as to reinforce one another.

4 Effective School Systems

An effective school system is a system that is effective in delivering outcomes for students through its member parts and with the resources available to it. 

To obtain a perspective on the schooling system which recognises the strengths of both the centre and school based management, the subsidiarity approach needs to be applied.  We also need to look at international evidence and thinking on the effectiveness of different systemic approaches to relations with school, particularly in the context of agendas for reform.

The Annex applies a range of tests on the basis of subsidiarity.  This approach indicates broadly where decision making rights should reside, and the main issues arising.  Some clear patterns and issues emerge.

The range of tests shows the complexity of the interactions between the centre and schools, with no simple template or slogan able to capture the richness of the relationship or the variety of challenges it faces.  The tests show us both that there are substantive reasons why the centre needs to take or direct some decisions itself, and also the importance of approaching this informed by the perspective of self managing schools.

The DNA of the school system will pull parties in different directions in terms of conflict, cooperation and coordination (see the Annex).  But:

1. where central decision making is predictable and consistent, 

2. where there is commitment to a clearly understood basis of relationship between the centre and local levels (in effect a form of two-way contract)

3. where there is trust and engagement between levels and where the centre clearly seeks to facilitate and support decision making at the local level, 

then there is a sound basis to handle problems of conflict, coordination and cooperation.  

Such a context provides the basis for innovation and change and for a “learning organisation” at school level where ownership and development of solutions – wherever they have originated+ - can be taken by school staff.
To the extent such a foundation is lacking, then conflict, cooperation and coordination will be consistently problematic within the system and in particular between the centre and local levels.  There will be a tendency for misunderstandings, for lack of responsiveness, for alliances against the centre and for cooperation and coordination to be difficult to obtain on a voluntary basis from the centre.

Such problems are not solved by greater central control, by target setting, by consultations at national level, or by more resources.  They are solved by removing the cause of the problems and thus building a more positive DNA of the system.  This requires attention to the subsidiarity principle and its realisation and support in self managing schools.
Getting all the areas right (or about right) in the factors (a) to (m) that we have tested will ensure that conflict, cooperation and coordination are well managed in the schooling system and that the various parts will work (reasonably) harmoniously together.  We will have achieved what is sometime called “organisational intelligence” or an intelligent system.
  It is precisely this kind of system that is most responsive to clear objective setting and to exploring the opportunities afforded by change, whilst drawing on the capabilities of those involved and the social capital of communities.  
We know that current thinking and evidence strongly favours a de-centralised approach to school management but we have also seen that there are many complications to this.  We have seen the importance of getting the relationship right between the centre and schools as the foundation for this.  The empirical findings we have surveyed so far are broad brush and provide indications of direction rather than a road-map of how to get there.  What is the evidence of key characteristics that will reinforce positive relationships and are necessary for a system of self-managing schools to work well?

The key characteristics listed above are confirmed by international research.  The highly successful Finnish approach to school reform and decentralisation has resisted international trends to standardisation, high stakes accountability and a heavy emphasis on literacy and numeracy.  There has been a consistent emphasis on building trust and on two way accountability “where schools are increasingly accountable for learning outcomes and education authorities are held accountable to schools for making expected outcomes possible.”
  Along with the previously mentioned decentralisation, these appear to be the substantive changes made to the Finnish system which have dramatically raised its relative performance.
An American study
 contrasted weaker school districts that focussed on equity in quantity of resource allocation, individual responsibility and a move toward centralisation of decision making with better performing districts that focussed on shared responsibility, the potency of productively engaged resources (especially people), and decentralisation of decision making.  

Research into Chicago school reforms found that decentralization needed to be supported by rigorous accountability, local capacity building, and the stimulation of innovation.
  Broader research into district wide reform found that capacity building (particularly cooperative capacity) and local, leadership were critical in combination with decentralization.
  Similarly, research in Toronto has found that sustained improvement requires an aligned approach which builds capacity at local level
 and that careful attention to the implementation process and adequate support for schools are vital in moving to decentralization.
  
In Britain, a survey of local authority and school views of financial reforms placed heavy emphasis on the need for stability in funding, and saw tailored support for schools as building relationship with those providing the resourcing and as facilitating school autonomy.

Examination of change processes typically emphasise the importance of: engagement by schools and collective capacity building or using networks of schools.
  On the basis of an international comparative study, Veugelers argues that, outside setting broad goals and building capability and information resources, the role of the centre in trying to drive change is almost entirely counter-productive.

A foundational study (the Beecham report) on education and other services for the Welsh Assembly
 found that the three principal barriers to effective local services were the complexity of the governance system, the weak capacity for effective collaborative working by the centre, and the existing public service culture.  Thus, government agencies’ inability to release power and capability was a major part of the problem.  Similarly, a study of school reforms in California found that only the best run, “flagship” schools were equipped to persevere with reforms in the face of changing school district and state demands and expectations.
  Whilst the centre may intend to assist weaker schools with reforms, there is danger that its very involvement can create a situation where “only the strong thrive”.  The school level, if well led and equipped, is often the answer and higher, bureaucratic levels the problem.
British work on networked professionalism found that successful collaboration depends on shared purpose, commitment, trust and clarity of objectives.
  
From these findings we can confirm the key characteristics of an effective system listed above and add four further characteristics to the three already identified:
a) the centre understands schools, the problems they face, and the strengths and weaknesses of the local level

b) clear systems of accountability

c) capacity building, especially through networking, matched by release of control at the centre, and
d) shared responsibility between levels, combined with forward looking leadership by the centre.

State school operate within a system that both supports and constrains them in powerful ways.  An intelligent schooling system supports and consists of “learning organisations” at the school and at the centre.  Just as students are now seen as co-constructing their curriculum, schools need to be seen as co-constructing the schooling system.  We cannot expect the school to be an effective learning organisation independent of the system that it is placed within and we cannot hope to begin to achieve any part of an intelligent system unless the issues discussed are addressed and the seven characteristics identified are pursued.  The alternative is frustration at an unresponsive system, poor relationships, misunderstandings, ineffective or disappointing policy initiatives and funding that never seems adequate.  
5 Conclusions
The international evidence for effective schooling is that the critical levers are set at school level or below, within the context of a system that empowers the individual school.  Strategies for effective teaching and learning require effective management and leadership at the school level to realize.  This in turn requires school leadership which encourages innovation and collaboration, rather than top down, approach.
Applying a range of tests to schooling issues under this approach (see Annex), we find a range of areas and reasons why the centre will need to undertake particular tasks and decisions.  Self managing schools and the principle of subsidiarity by no means removes the role of the centre.  At the same time, we found a range of reasons why the focus of decision making should remain strongly at the local level and freedom in decision making at that level should be maximised.  The role of the centre is frequently to support, rather than take-over or direct, such decision making
There is a difficult balance to maintain between the decision making and interests of the centre and the decision making and interests of schools.  
Annex: Applying the tests
Delegation and Subsidiarity
Two papers by the New Zealand Treasury - one from a delegation perspective and one from a subsidiarity perspective – help draw out the factors to be considered.  Two charts can be developed.  First, we will draw on the delegation perspective paper.

Table 1: Centralisation v Decentralisation:
 
	Factors implying centralisation
	Factors implying decentralisation

	Decision requires knowledge of central information that it is not practical to transfer, an understanding of the needs of the system overall, or knowledge of a number of different organisations and non-localised trade-offs
	Localised, non-transferable (or transferable only at a prohibitively high cost) information, knowledge and relationships

	Accountability for key judgements to remain clearly with the government
	Community involvement and local participation important

	Government needs to manage processes closely in order to manage risks 
	Need to avoid an unnecessary concentration of power

	Decisions where it is possible to achieve economies of scale or scope 
	Situations where there is a span of control problem

	Need for coherence and coordination across sector or for uniform standards and guidelines
	Issues requiring customisation, innovation and flexibility to respond to local conditions

	Issues where it is difficult to specify the contract or provide incentives for an agent to carry out government objectives 
	


At first glance, for schooling a number of boxes could be ticked under both column headings. This suggests – unsurprisingly – that there are factors or forces pointing both to centralisation and decentralisation ands that some issues may need to be handled centrally and some locally. 

Second, we will draw on the subsidiarity perspective:

Table 2: Some criteria for considering subsidiarity

	Local Control
	Central Control

	No externalities exist
	Significant externalities exist 

	Information is held locally or is unimportant
	Information is held centrally and is important or complex

	Preferences varying and important
	Preferences homogenous or unimportant

	Low economies of scale in decision making
	High economies of scale in decision making


Again, for schooling a number of boxes could be ticked under both column headings. 

Taken together, the two sets of criteria provide a useful and wide-ranging list of factors to be considered and against which various aspects of schooling can be tested:

a) Information location, importance and cost of transfer: Decision making should be co-located with the relevant information or the information transferred to the decision maker.

b) Accountability considerations.  Location of decision making should reflect or be accompanied by appropriate arrangements over accountability.

c) Risk management: To the extent the government is a risk holder, it may need to manage its exposure to that risk.

d) Economies of scale and scope: Efficiency considerations influence the location of decision making. 

e) Coordination between decision makers may require a higher level authority

f) Difficulties of contract specification: Contracting out may not be wise if the contract is hard to specify.

g) The importance of community engagement. 

h) The importance of flexibility and tailoring to meet needs or expectations.

i) The existence of externalities.  Where there are significant externalities to a decision maker, then the government may need to be engaged in order to ensure that these external costs or benefits are adequately taken into account. 

Before applying the list to schools it needs some further examination as it suffers from two kinds of problem.  First, equity is not mentioned directly, presumably on the basis that equity objectives are met by funding transfers and that, given this, the allocation of decision making rights does not impact the achievement of intended equity outcomes.  This seems naïve.

The second point is related: 

This fails to provide a dynamic picture in a number of respects.  

· It does not look at the question of influence on decision makers: they are neither Platonic guardians nor rational calculating machines but work both with their own agendas and with others pursuing their own agendas too.  This is more than a question of limited information. 

· Nor does the preceding list take into account risks, uncertainties, and unintended side-effects.  Related to this, there is an underlying assumption that the general environment is fairly predictable and does not require great change or experimentation.   

· While the preceding list mentions accountability and contract specification, it does not consider wider issues of trust – how is trust built up and what are the factors undermining it when decision making is located at a particular level.  

Particular types of relationship between parties typically lead to particular types of problems and to particular types of solution.  Hence, actual institutional structures can be examined to see the type of problems they are likely to face, the likely appropriateness of the solutions that have been adopted, and the feasibility of alternatives.  Institutional design involves consideration of the information available to the parties involved, their capability to handle the necessary information, and their incentives and, indeed, broader motivations.  In sum, institutions differ in their ability to handle problems with:
· motivation (including incentives, but also other motivational factors); and credible commitment to the contracting process (the credibility of promises and of threats to help align incentives);

· information of many kinds and the individual skills and organisational capabilities which can be brought to bear to deal with the information requirements.

Different institutional arrangements spread risks (favourable and unfavourable) differently and involve different incentives and different requirements as to information and capabilities.

As we understand the DNA of the system better, then we are in a better position to predict behaviour and reactions to change and thus in a better position to optimise policy, resourcing and the allocation of decision making rights; that is, to understand and engage in the dynamics of change.

To make our previous list more dynamic, the following factors concerning “institutional failure” can be added as tests to the previous list:

j) Equity concerns: how is the allocation of decision making rights liable to effect equity concerns; how can the interests of those who may be under-powered in some way in a system best be protected or enhanced.

k) The key constituencies of decision makers.  For example, what lobbying behaviour is likely to be encouraged by locating decision making at a particular level, and with what effects – such as distraction from the business at hand, distortion of policies, emphasis on presentational issues, and so forth.

l) How can trust be built up and what could undermine it.

m) What are the main forces of change at work in relation to a system, both internally and externally.  How can an appropriate level of innovation and experimentation be released and with suitable feedback into the wider system.

This will give us an ability to look at the inherent dynamics and patterns of behaviour in a system, and their causes.  This is decoding the DNA of a system: how it will change or adapt to different allocations of decision making; what side effects may result from shifts in decision making rights - how will people adapt in practice.

But, before applying the list of tests (a) to (m), we need to flesh this out by looking at the forces at work within the DNA of the school system and the tools the state has at its disposal.
Conflict, cooperation and coordination
One way of looking at the school system is to examine the dynamics of the interactions that occur between, on the one-hand, incentives, information and capability and, on the other conflict, cooperation; and coordination.

Each of the three “C”s may arise within a school, between schools or between schools and the centre. We will focus on the last.

Conflict

Conflict occurs when different parties have different ends or may experience or believe they will experience different benefits from particular events.  The reduction or resolution of conflict is the aim of much law or recourse to law or arbitration.  Conflict can be beneficial – e.g. democracy, market competition – but is often constrained within tight bounds by law and/or policing.

Conflict between different levels in the school system occurs mainly over resources: attempts to capture more resources or to shift costs and risk onto the State.
There is an obverse difficulty to that of risk shifting onto the State: the difficulty in binding the State at all to any understanding, contract or obligation to individual schools, categories of schools, or providers or owners of schooling assets (including teachers as owners of their own human capital).  There are two reasons why credible commitment by a democratic state is difficult. The first is democracy, which makes it difficult for one government to commit on behalf of a future government of some other persuasion.  The second is the sheer power of a state, which means that it is little subject to the effective coercive power of a third party, such as the courts.
The difficulty of credible commitment by the state toward schools and fostering trust between the state and schools is especially great for three reasons:

· Industrial relations can involve conflict.  The stakes are high and different levels of management within the system are liable to be drawn in over such resource conflicts.  The resultant gaming may not foster a high trust environment.

· Disagreements or difficulties at local level over policy or priorities or effective management can readily be dealt with by blaming insufficiency of government resourcing.  This rhetoric takes on its own momentum after a while and fosters an “us v them” mentality.  The media may be utilised, which can fuel the fire.

· Publicly funded schools are not independent of the state - they belong to the public school system, with the associated requirements, procedures and rights.  In consequence, contracting between the state and such schools is not contracting between equal or independent parties – the state controls the system within which the contracting occurs.  At the same time, schools have deep roots in the local community who frequently hold the perception of “owning” their local school.  
Hence, commitments by the state lack credibility.  Consequently, the media may become the main recourse.

In general, the question is how trust may be fostered between the state and schools, without the state opening itself up to indefinable and endless risk shifting from schools.
Cooperation

Supporting cooperation is the aim of much law.  Cooperation involves a new set of potential conflicts - those to do with dividing up the gains and risks of cooperative ventures.  Cooperation between levels is necessary where incentives, information, capabilities and actual decision making powers do not all rest at the same level but there are no substantial conflicts of interest between the different levels.  
For the state, delivery of its high level objectives for the school system depends substantially on local boards acting reliably as its agents.  For the most part, the objectives of local boards will be the same as the state and of parents - and that is why the system can be effectively decentralised.  There is an essential harmony.  

A failing school is also failing its local community.  The main issues for the centre are:

· setting minimum standards

· gaining early warning of problems and developing appropriate intervention strategies

· minimising risk shifting strategies, e.g. a spend-up by a failing board which puts the school in debt

· more broadly, the handling of fixed assets which the state must take a long term view of, but some boards may tend to a shorter term view. 

However, the mixing in of other agendas, poor information on the other party’s needs or capabilities, transaction costs and general management overload at either end can lead to poor or failed cooperation between the centre and schools even where there is a strong community of interest between the two – that is problems of conflict or coordination overwhelm the basis for cooperation.

The state may desire co-operation between schools.  However, its very involvement in this will tend to turn the matter into one of coordination by the centre rather than cooperation between schools.  It is difficult for the centre to enhance cooperation at the local level, unless it can do so by providing or enhancing a field for cooperation at school level – for example providing a basis for sharing resources or “pump-priming” cooperative endeavours in a way that leaves schools reasonably free as to whether and how they participate.

Coordination

Central agencies are largely concerned with coordination questions.  Coordination is an issue of system management.  For instance, with the Chicago school reforms, the difficulty appears to be in moving from a “school system decentralization” to a “decentralised system of schools”
 - that is, finding a consistent basis for deliverable and useful central action, rule making and enforcement.

The two challenges facing the centre here in respect of schools are:

· a consistent basis for central involvement: what is the centre seeking to coordinate and what is it not 

· given the huge variety in school circumstances, in local communities and in children’s needs, what is it viable and necessary for the centre to coordinate, beyond ensuring some basis for fairness in resourcing and seeking to ensure the achievement of minimum standards.
Coordination is discussed further as a factor under (e) below.
Tools to guide the schooling system 
The state has a considerable apparatus of possible tools to guide the schooling system:
· untagged funding to schools (leaving the school to determine its allocation, within the broad, generic parameters set for schools by the state )

· targeted or tagged funding to schools (with accompanying requirements on the school to receive such funding and/or restrictions on how it may be spent by the school)

· in-kind provision, where the state and not the school makes the purchase decisions

· requirements – both positive and negative (imposing certain decisions or patterns of decision making on a school)

· management intervention, where the state or its agents become directly involved in certain decision making within a school or these are re-allocated to decision making bodies outside the school, and 

· guidance and information (where the school retains decision making rights, although the guidance may set expectations or boundaries for the school to operate within)
· engagement and discussion where the impact on thinking and decision making may be dynamic and ongoing and may be two way.
The balance between these different tools will depend on the detail of the policy to be pursued.  As we apply the tests below, the focus will switch between these different tools.  This reinforces the discussion in the body of the paper concerning the general principles that can be discovered in determining the broad thrust and priority between school based decision making and that by the state or its agents.
The tests in detail
Factor (a), information: Information asymmetries are normal in complex structures.  Most information about the human and other resources at the school, its financial situation, its students and the expectations of parents and community resides at the school.  (This not to say that best use is always made of such information.)  The centre has aggregate information on schools, best knows its own rules and procedures and how they may apply in particular cases, and also has knowledge of intended policy and funding developments.  

Information can now be readily shared or transferred.  To ensure trust and prevent lobbying, the centre’s decisions should be made in the light of transparent rules and procedures.  However, future plans are subject to the policy and political process.  

Information as a factor sees the centre supporting schools and endeavouring to be transparent, except for necessarily reserved areas. 

Factor (b), accountability: Inevitably, there is some tension between accountability to the centre and to the local community.  Dual accountability is the natural position of institutions well founded at local level and serving the local community who are also accountable to the centre, in relation to funds received.  Not to recognise that link to the local community is to try to deny how schools work.  

There is a tendency within public management systems to reflect the concept of accountability as control rather than responsibility.
  This can lead to a top-down view and concern that subordinate levels are not doing what they are told.  Once a broader view of accountability is taken, then the subsidiarity principle and dual or multiple accountabilities become easier to grasp.

Research suggests that, where decision making powers are delegated to schools, accountability by a school for outcomes (or some proxy thereof) and for controlling its budget, is vital.
  Therefore, a structure of accountability, appropriate setting of outcomes by the centre, and means for monitoring and evaluation are necessary.

The converse of the procedures for ensuring accountability at school level to the centre and to the local community does not apply at national level.  Decisions taken centrally can quickly become “political”, officials change frequently, backroom deals may occur, and the lines of command and distribution of roles within the central bureaucracy can be opaque.  

Therefore, accountability considerations point to vesting as much authority at the school level as possible, whilst being clear about what schools are accountable to the centre for and that they have the freedom in decision making to match that. 

Factor (c): risk: Both schools and the government are exposed to risk transferred to them by the other party.  Improved monitoring and identification of risk factors and a well developed intervention strategy can help the centre minimise risk posed by individual schools.  Transparency by the centre may reduce perceptions of risk posed by the centre to schools but it is difficult for a government to bind itself and, in any event, the day-to-day political process is inherently risky. 

It is also difficult for bureaucracies directly to undertake risky experiments.  Even if on a limited scale, the political pressure becomes to ensure success.  Typically, bureaucracies produce a highly risk averse culture.  Where experiments are undertaken, it can be difficult to admit failure 

Therefore, risk considerations point to vesting as much authority at the school level as possible.

Factor (d): economies of scale and scope. Economies from central action may apply in two critical aspects: economies of scale in purchasing equipment for schools; and economies of scale and scope in developing knowledge of best practice in teaching and learning.
The centre acting on behalf of all or many schools may clearly have buying powers beyond any school and better information on alternative packages on offer.  Small, rural schools, by contrast, will typically have very limited buying power or consumer knowledge.  

central economies of scale or scope can largely be made available by the centre to schools on an optional basis either through purchase deals or communication.  They, therefore, do not need to derogate from school level decision making.

Factor (e): coordination.  Three types of coordination by the centre may be called for in a decentralised system:

i. Coordination in provision or standards between all schools.  

ii. Coordination in acquiring or use of resources to ensure common policies, inter-changeability etc. 

iii. Co-ordination between groups of schools to ensure that they cooperate with each other in use of shared resources, provision that is offered etc. 

Coordination type (i) is dealt with as a contracting issue under (f) below.  On (ii), the two key areas may be, first, employment and human resource development and, second, ICT.  

Typically, school management are in the best situation to determine appropriate training for their staff and the details of terms and conditions beyond those specified in the centrally negotiated agreements.  This is not to say that they would not benefit from advice and guidance on these matters or the central arrangement of appropriate courses with tertiary providers. 

On ICT, there may be a need to establish common standards. 

On (iii), there may be occasional need for the centre to remove log-jams or bang heads together or encourage cooperation between schools.  However, where a party does not wish to cooperate, or the practical pressures at school level lead away from cooperation, little is liable to be gained by trying to force the matter and there is danger of building a series of ad hoc interventions by the centre.  

In sum, with coordination, there is need for the centre to preserve a voluntary approach as far as possible.  It may be that technical ICT requirements lead to enforcement of common standards.  Where this occurs, there is the risk of a big central mistake.  Also, the possibility of comparators – where some schools have chosen a different approach which may work out better – is lost.  

Overall, coordination is an area where some drift to centralism is liable to occur but, in terms of the principle of self managing schools, needs to be guarded against to ensure that any steps in this direction are deliberate and well judged. 

Factor (f): contract specification.  Specifying what is expected in return for state funding of schooling is difficult given the variability in school circumstances, students, professional staff, and communities.  The typical central response is a plethora of high level statements and of detailed instructions.  The issue with the first is the effectiveness of communication and with the second, the necessity and clarity of such instructions in terms of the other factors we are considering.

To be useful, contracts need to be clear and to be monitorable and monitored, with some process of feedback.  Implementation of the high level statements made by the centre are not necessarily easy to monitor.  Often,  detailed instructions from the centre are not monitored at all in any systematic way and appear to serve a defensive or political purpose at the centre, rather than be meaningful forms of contracting with schools.  Such game playing by the centre can tend to undermine the relationship with schools. 

Contracts should help tie together and direct a set of relationships in an effective and efficient way.  They enable decision making rights, funds and control over assets to be transferred from one party to another.  

If the centre adopts a top down power relationship, the reciprocal is an “us and them” perspective from the schools, making engagement for cooperation between the centre and schools all the more difficult.  It also impacts on trust (see factor (m) below).

Factor (g): community engagement.  As the school is embedded in the community, parents are represented on the school board and the community’s children are those attending school.  Community engagement is critical and draws on and builds the social capital of the community.
  To the extent that the local community, or part of that community, is not engaged, then the social capital in that community, or the dis-engaged part of the community, is lost to the school.  This reinforces the principle of self managing schools. 

Engagement by the school with all parts of the local community may not always be easy.  However, it necessarily rests with leadership at the school and cannot be mandated from the centre, though the centre may encourage it and provide guidelines.  There may be occasions when the community is split or otherwise highly non functional, and this may lead to the need for the centre to intervene.  But these will be matters of exception and last resort.  Weak, or apparently weak, social capital in a community is unlikely to be improved by increased central direction.  Without great skill, such involvement is in danger of dis-engaging the school from its own community, further impoverishing both. 

Factor (h): flexibility and tailoring.  Schools are in the best situation to tailor their provision to local circumstances and to respond flexibly to changes at the local level.  At the same time, the centre may be concerned that the needs of particular groups or types of individual are not being met adequately or that provision is not being tailored sufficiently to reflect national priorities and emerging concerns. 

This is a classic dichotomy between top down and local level requirements.  However, our subsidiarity approach gives us some reference points in resolving this.  The primary question is: if the centre seeks delivery of X, why would schools on the whole not deliver X?  The possibilities are: 

· That schools do not know about X or appreciate how to deliver it.  The solution then is appropriate communication by the centre.

· That many schools take a different view of X than the centre.  The solution then is discussion to resolve differences, with the possibility that it is the centre that needs to do the tailoring

· That the expectations of the centre are unrealistic and schools cannot do X within available resources without sacrificing on other fronts or undermining their own strategy.  The solution then is probably for the centre to rethink.

· That the incentives and pressures at school level lead them away from X.  The solution then is for the centre to seek to align incentives (e.g. financially) or to be realistic and back down.

In practice, all these possibilities may emerge entangled together.  However, with none of them is the solution to try to compel schools to comply top down.  With many, the key to moving forward is engagement and flexibility by the centre with schools.

Factor (i): externalities.  The social benefits to education are reflected in the public payment for schooling.  In economic terms, the private benefits are usually estimated to exceed the public ones, so most families grasp the importance of education to their children, and will be “on board” with the basic thrust of schooling.  Hence, the foundation for de-centralised management is very strong.

However, a problem arises with difficult students (whatever the cause). Schools can experience disproportionate costs from the more difficult students.  The benefits to society and the individual of there being helped are high but the school does not experience these, whilst encountering the costs such students impose on others.  The school can maximise per student resources and ease teaching by “losing” difficult students, through absenteeism, suspensions, or expulsion or encouraging registration elsewhere.

Contract specification (factor (f) above) can help, but subject to the limitations discussed there.  In acting on behalf of difficult students, the centre is effectively becoming their agent.  At the same time, it is converting the issue from a local one to a top down, centre-to-local one.  This will tend to ameliorate the effectiveness of the centre’s action.  It also brings us to the next factor – equity concerns. 

Factor (j): equity concerns.  This is, of course, a critical area for central involvement, which can take two main types:

· direction of resources to reflect need

· instructions/guidance on meeting needs.

Targeting resources on an equity basis can seem to leave decisions at a local level.  However, it can also undermine this in two main ways:

· Complexity in funding formula makes funding opaque and can have the appearance from local level that critical decisions are taken at the centre.  These decisions may appear arbitrary.  Sometimes lobbying at the centre rather than action at the local level may be a by-product

· To the extent that equity becomes seen as a resourcing issue, then equity issues at the local level become resourcing issues – and thus the responsibility for tackling them can get passed back to the centre rather than being “owned” locally.

With instructions and guidance, the question is whether support for the school is being supplied in an accessible form, with the school substantially controlling decision making at school level, or whether it is of poor quality, hard to access, or comes with substantial central controls and demands.

The balance to be struck here both in terms of resourcing and instructions/guidance may be difficult.  The principle of self managing schools, and the international evidence discussed earlier suggests that equity targeting by the centre can be counter-productive.  Good intentions and equity objectives are not enough.  The evidence is that, on average, the consequent interventions result in less equity.  To avoid this risk, any equity programmes driven by the centre need to be well focused and simple, leaving as much as possible up to the school, with guidance and support on tap.
  

Factor (k): constituencies.  Schools will tend to be driven, for good or ill, by local constituencies.  The government is responsible to a national constituency but, in practice, can be driven by lobbying, by bureaucratic and political dynamics, and by concern over media coverage.   

Consultation involves the sector in some central decision making processes.  However, the more decisions are taken at the centre, then the more such consultations are about lobbying and gamesmanship to influence such decisions, rather than about connecting the centre to the local level.  To work, national consultations must have a foundation in the DNA of the system and in trust.

Therefore, the subsidiarity principle shows that, in terms of constituencies, decisions should be left as far as possible to the local level, where national interests are not clearly involved. 

Factor (l): trust.  Trust between the different parties is built by openness and predictability of behaviour, by good communication, by clear understanding of roles and responsibilities, and by the parties being bound to each other by clear agreements.  These can be achieved by careful attention to the principle of self managing schools. 

Ad hoc actions by the centre, difficulty in being bound by agreements, resetting of roles and responsibilities, poor communications, or clogged communication channels, will all undermine trust.  This in turn will make the DNA of the system negative and make the work of the centre with the sector more difficult.  Over time, the DNA of the system will develop methods to reduce or negate the risk from a party – even if that party is the government.  Effectively, the system will become more difficult to steer which, in turn, can lead to greater and more forceful inputs by the centre (e.g. more rules, more monitoring) to try to achieve results.  This will tend to have weak effects and may be counter productive.

Factor (m): change.  A critical test of any system is how it responds to major changes, whether arising internally within government or externally as a result of technological change, relative price changes, or developments in educational thinking and best practice.

Major changes of either type can, in theory, be developed or be spotted and communicated by the centre to schools.  Two questions arise: (i) can the centre adequately capture and formulate the direction of change, and (ii) can it be communicate in actionable form to schools?  For the moment, assume that the centre discharges its functions effectively.  The question then becomes how is such information acted upon; why would schools fail to act appropriately?  Two potential problems arise:

· Lack of trust by schools in the centre (see factor (l) above), or just lack of attention by them because the DNA of the system disinclines schools to give high priority to messages from the centre, particularly if poorly communicated via an overloaded communication system.

· In adapting to change, people generally need time to discuss and to experiment. As with teaching and learning, peer to peer interaction has been shown to be most effective in terms of building good practice.  At school level, this means transfer of good practice between schools where there is a trusted relationship, and the need for ownership at school level as well as by individual teachers within the school.

Where the centre desires change, it is therefore necessary to nurture and build on the system of relations and to facilitate local decision making, rather than attempt directly to impose or hurry change from the centre.  The evidence cited earlier on the effectiveness of school networks reinforces this point.

The centre is not the sole hub of knowledge which then must somehow be distributed to schools.  Schools can also discover innovative solutions and practices, perhaps within a framework supplied by the centre, which can in turn be spread to others.  The more direction and detail are imposed from the centre or the less self reliant schools are expected to be, the less likely innovation is liable to emerge or spread.

In short, change or responses to change cannot simply be imposed or orchestrated from the centre.  Engagement by the centre with schools at the local level and freedom to innovate at the local level are needed.  In addressing critical and difficult issues where there are no ready made or simple solutions, it may be that a highly iterative and interactive process is needed.  This requires a solid foundation of cooperation and trust between the centre and leading practitioners in schools, as well as good channels of communication.   This in turn requires attention to the principle of self managing schools, rather than simple, top-down discovery and imposition or broadcasting of “solutions”.

The same need can be seen in the area of ICT.  A study for the World Bank has emphasised the importance of suitable support and guidance from the centre.
  Thus, cooperation and coordination between levels matters with ICT.
Summary

The analytical tools discussed provide some approaches to understanding the roles of the centre in relation to schools and the issues arising. 

The tests (a) to (m) help identify where it is appropriate to locate various kinds of decision making and bring out the complexity of the interactions between the centre and schools.  No simple template or slogan can capture the richness of the relationship or the variety of challenges it faces.  The tests show the substantive reasons why the centre needs to take or direct some decisions and also the importance of this being informed by the perspective of self managing schools
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