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Executive Summary

This study examines the structure and effect of relations within the schooling system as a whole and at the school level.

The Tomorrow’s Schools reforms in New Zealand have sought to simplify and remove bureaucracy and empower parents. They sought to reduce emphasis on inputs and on process and instead focus on outcomes.  The four pillars of the reforms are: parental choice, delegation of powers to school level, parental voice at school level, and contractual relations between the school level and the centre.  In most of these areas, the reforms go further than reforms to date in other countries.  However, they are far from creating a voucher scheme or a fully decentralised or market driven system.

The implementation of the reforms has not pursued some of the original vision in terms of: teacher salaries, property, inter-school co-operation, parent power or zoning.  There is some tension between the different pillars of the reforms, in particular between voice and choice.  There are unavoidable tensions between the interests of the various stakeholders in the school system.  The Crown itself has several different interests or stakes and, thus, competing objectives to pursue.  

In consequence of the problems in implementing the original blueprint, the various tensions and the uncertainties over the Crown’s priorities, the actual school governance system is complex and distinct from the vision.  Its operation displays in practice a number of problems or areas for concern.

Thus, for example: 

· The contracts between the Crown and each school board have proved one-way, rather than two-way and have become rather standardised and formalised.

· With political pressures and significant risk to the Crown from schooling, delegation is far from complete and the agents of the state have attempted to minimise risk, notably by retaining input and procedural controls.

· Boards and teaching professionals have made common cause against the Crown - as owner, funder and risk holder - on occasion.

· Boards face a complex and unusual array of management challenges, with greater freedom in some areas and less in others than might be expected on the basis of governance arrangements in other sectors.  The expectations on boards, particularly in terms of planning process, may be unrealistic.

· Boards have proved risk averse, with less diversity emerging than might have been expected.  Many boards have proved slow to pick up their responsibilities, particularly viz. a viz. the principal, but many also appear to have difficulties in delegating.

· The demands on boards drawing their members from low SES areas are more difficult to meet than for boards whose members typically include those with a high level of management, accounting and related skills.

· Lacking diversity in schooling to choose from, parental choice has often taken higher SES as a marker for quality, with consequent pressures on schools in low SES areas.

· The Crown determines entry to Crown owned schooling, and there are significant barriers to value based or ethic based groups setting up or developing publicly funded schools, except as very small (integrated) schools which grow little.  In consequence, the only effective alternatives to the mainstream chain of Crown owned schools are kura schools and the chain of integrated Catholic schools.  

· The Crown has difficulty exiting public schools, both because of legislation and politics.  Failing schools tend to continue with dwindling numbers, and some of the incentives on boards of trustees to attract or deter students are perverse. 

In sum each of the four pillars of the reforms have proved limited or flawed.  Choice has tended to be one dimensional and created problems of crowding/under-utilisation and equity.  Delegation has been limited both by the different interests of different stockholders, consequent political pressures, and the role of the Crown as holding the ring between the different stakeholders and as risk holder.  Voice has proved a limited tool, in tension with choice and with the role of teaching professionals and the state.  And contracts have proved hard to specify and implement in a genuinely flexible and two-way fashion.

The focus on outcomes has proved elusive and there has instead been a shift in emphasis from inputs to process.  Whilst input restrictions can be irritating and dysfunctional for schools, they are usually clear cut (and “rules are made to be broken”).  By contrast, an emphasis on due process is problematic for all parties, as there can be uncertainty as where the markers actually lie.  

The complexity and difficulties of balance are produced by the problem of weaving together the range of different stakeholders effectively.  Attempts to simplify the issues by declaring that the state should take control, or abandon it, or that teaching professionals should be given power can be tested against the underlying question: Who chooses what and where lies their accountability?

The way forward may lie: first in the Crown more clearly identifying its priorities and accepting the consequential trade-offs between objectives; and, second, in some modifications to strengthen the pillars of contractual relations, voice and choice.  

With clearer objectives, the Crown may be able to specify minimum outputs to be achieved at school level and to move away from its current emphasis on input controls and process.   Contracting may also be improved by clearer and stronger procedures over failing schools, including their closure.  The impact on poorer areas of such clearer and tougher contracting could be beneficial, if backed up with suitable support procedures and other changes to ensure minimum standards are met. 

On voice, each board could be offered a range of options as to their governance role, including the ability to contract out management responsibilities, and instead to focus, for example, on articulating community-school relations.

On the pillar of choice, the link between the board and control over a particular school property could be unhinged.  Changes could be made so as to lower the exit barriers (and thus risk) for the Crown from Crown owned school property and to enhance access to Crown property and funding for diverse groups.  Technological change may provide opportunities for more de-centralised schooling provision with linkage between smaller school sites (as some kura schools are achieving now) and multi usage of some existing sites.  Board support and inter-board co-operation and communication could be improved and developed to assist in these processes.  

Strengthening the pillar of choice in this way rests on encouraging diversity.  This in turn leads to questions about the degree and type of diversity acceptable within state schooling and the relationship between that system and groups of providers whose motivation lies in their particular value systems.  Clarifying this relationship may well hang on clearer specification of the outcomes sought by the Crown.

To the extent, greater diversity is acceptable within the mainstream state system and parental choice is enhanced, this should also reduce pressure on the other pillars of the system.

Overall, there is considerable potential to further develop the existing system.  The current balance of interests and powers is by no means the only one possible within  a Crown owned but decentralised system and the optimal balance is unlikely to have been struck as yet, given the dynamics and complexities of the reform process, the interest groups involved and the outcomes to date.
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