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Maurie Mulheron gives us all an insight into the effects that Local Schools, Local Decisions has had on education in 

NSW. . . 
In a choreographed media conference outside a public 
high school in western Sydney on Sunday 11 March 2012, 
the NSW Government announced Local Schools, Local De-
cisions (LSLD) with the Premier and Minister for Education 
flanked by representatives of two principal groups. It was 
a plan purporting to ‘empower’ schools. But the evidence 
is that a far more sinister ulterior purpose, which had been 
some years in the planning, was driving the policy. 

The issue of ‘school autonomy’ is hardly new. It has been 
an article of faith for many conservative politicians and 
some economists around the world since the 1970s. It has 
its origins in a neo-liberal economic theory that public 
provision is wasteful and ineffective, government expen-
diture should be reduced, taxation should be lowered 
and that the more competitive the environment in which 
government services operate the more efficient they will 
become. It is a theory that is applied to all aspects of pub-
lic sector management. ‘School autonomy’ is not an idea 
relating to teaching and learning that was developed by 
teachers or education theorists. Its origins and purpose 
are based in economics and finance. 

This is why two international management consultant 
and accountancy corporations were engaged by the NSW 
Treasury between October 2009 and January 2010 to con-
duct a detailed financial audit of the NSW Department of 
Education and Training (DET), the first NSW government 
agency to submit to the process. In time this would pro-
vide Treasury with the economic rationale for LSLD. 

The overarching work was undertaken by the Boston Con-
sulting Group (BCG) which was contracted “…to under-
take a scan of DET expenditure and to develop a method-
ology that will allow Treasury to undertake future scans 
of other agencies.” Its purpose was to achieve significant 
financial savings. The January 2010 BCG document was 
called Expenditure Review of the Department of Education 

and Training (DET) - Initial Scan.¹

The second corporation engaged at the time to under-
take complementary work was Price Waterhouse Coopers 
(PWC).   Its December 2009 report, DET School-based em-
ployee related costs review – Interim Report was also pre-
pared for the NSW Cabinet. While the BCG scan dealt with 
all the operations of the Department, the PWC report dealt 
specifically with staffing costs. As stated in its objectives, 
the report was to “…review areas of expenditure relating 
to DET’s School-based employees where there is scope for 
change and recommend actions to reduce DET’s expendi-
ture in these areas.”²

SECRET CABINET DOCUMENTS LEAKED  

Both of these Cabinet-in-Confidence documents were 
never meant to be seen by the community or the teach-
ing profession. However, in the lead-up to the March 2011 
state election they came into the possession of the NSW 
Teachers Federation which, in response, reiterated the 
union’s concerns that ‘school autonomy’ models had 
seriously weakened public provision of education. The 
evidence for this had been mounting overseas for many 
years. In Australia, during the 1990s the Victorian Liberal 
Government instigated a dramatic experiment in devolu-
tion through the passing of the Education (Self-Governing 
Schools) Act (1998). It was later repealed by an incoming 
Labor Government but not before it had seen Victoria’s 
performance on governments’ benchmarks for achieve-
ment, the international PISA testing program, fall below 
the Australian average in all tested areas - reading, mathe-
matics, and science.³ 

In the week leading up to the 2011 NSW state election, the 
Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) revealed the intent of the 
secret BCG and PWC reports.⁴ “The shock comes not so 
much from the report’s far-reaching findings - which cut 
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deep - but in the way it has been kept secret for so long. 
The deception used to get hard-working principals and 
teachers to, in effect, do the dirty work, will strike them 
as a betrayal.”⁵  

And the betrayal was clearly articulated in the BCG re-
port, “We have identified some quick wins, but have fo-
cused mostly on identifying the major opportunities to 
drive significant savings over time.”  

To achieve this the BCG, throughout the review, argued 
the merits of the devolved school autonomy model of 
Victoria and, indeed, used Victoria as the benchmark. It 
noted that “NSW appears to have approximately 9000 
more ‘in-school’ staff than Victoria”, also arguing that 
“NSW appears to have 13% more school related staff 
than Victoria”, and that “NSW appears to have 12% more 
non-teaching staff than Victoria.” The review goes on to 
argue that once the model of devolution similar to Vic-
toria is adopted, “DET should aim to capture as much of 
this gap [in staffing levels] as possible.”⁶ 

In essence, the BCG review argued that cost cutting 
through devolution could provide, “opportunities … 
worth $500-$700 million in recurrent costs and $800-
$1000 million in one-off benefits.” The BCG review even 
advised how the devolved model could be sold to the 
public, “Possible to position these initiatives as part of 
a broader school regeneration or schools for the future 
program.”⁷  

What was becoming clear was that the NSW Treasury was 
determined to reduce the number of employees across 
the NSW public education system, and this was the focus 
of the second scan undertaken by PWC. The strategy was 
to ensure principals delivered the savings. Indeed, one 
section was labelled, “Empower Principals to act” where 
the report states, “We believe that increasing Principal 
accountability for managing School-based costs should 
be focused on driving a positive financial impact in the 
short to medium term while also maintaining education-
al outcomes.”⁸

REPORTS REJECTED THEN DUSTED OFF  
These two reports could easily be dismissed, as they 
were provided to the NSW Cabinet in the final months 

of the Labor administration, with an impending March 
2011 state election. It should be noted that the extreme 
nature of the reports’ recommendations led the then La-
bor Education Minister to shelve both of them. However, 
they cannot be so easily ignored as both reports by these 
two corporations were to inform, and were referenced in, 
the incoming NSW Coalition Government’s Commission 
of Audits, one released as an Interim Report into Public 
Sector Management ix in late January 2012 and the Final 
Report: Government Expenditure¹⁰ published in May 2012. 
Indeed, in the latter paper, there are 64 references to the 
benefits of devolution as a means of achieving efficien-
cies across the whole of government. 

The NSW Commission of Audit Final Report of May 2012 
stated: 
“For many years financial management in NSW has been 
confusing, lacking in transparency and below the stan-
dards expected of efficient and effective government. This 
situation is not sustainable.”
The answer, it argued, is that, 
“The devolution of authority and accountability, specifical-
ly in the areas of education and health, means expendi-
ture (and power) must move from the centre to more local 
units.” 
“The Commission is generally of the view that devolution 
should not increase expenditure in aggregate though 
capabilities and systems will need attention at the start. 
Expenditure in local units should however increase and 
be offset by reductions at the centre. These are exciting 
reforms that offer a new era for TAFE, more power and re-
sponsibility to school principals, and more community and 
clinician input and responsibility within Health.”¹¹

THE 47 SCHOOL TRIAL 

Running parallel to the work that BCG and PWC was un-
dertaking from October 2009 until January 2010, was a 
devolution trial involving 47 schools called the School-
Based Management Pilot which was to test some of the 
key BCG and PWC concepts, notably as to whether local 
decision-making could produce savings similar to those 
captured in Victorian schools. This trial, which also began 
in late 2009, had originally been planned to end in 2010, 
but continued through to late 2011. Just a few weeks later 
in January 2012, the Final Report of the Evaluation of the 
School-Based Management Pilot was released.¹²
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Even though the justification for the 47 schools trial model 
was that it would bring about a lift in student achievement, 
in the final report evaluating the trial the entire section on 
student results was a mere 85 words in length in a docu-
ment that ran to 92 pages. However, this should not have 
been of any surprise as there was no baseline academic 
data collected at the beginning of the trial, nor any oth-
er key data such as that regarding student suspensions, 
behaviour referrals, attendance, staff turnover. In fact, the 
only data collected by the NSW Department of Education 
related to student enrolments, data that is collected from 
every school annually. This revealed that, for the duration 
of the trial, 21 of the 47 schools lost enrolments. But this 
data was excluded from the final report. Instead, the eval-
uation based its positive findings on scant empirical evi-
dence relying on anecdotal and subjective observations 
which included supposed comments of four different 
principals who all uttered almost identical phrases: “This 
has created a positive buzz in the school”; “[There’s] a buzz 
about the school in the town”; “Another principal reports 
‘a buzz around the school in the community’”; “and there 
is a buzz about the school in town.” Four different princi-
pals all commenting on a perceived “buzz”. However, this 
woefully inadequate evaluation did not prevent the new 
Coalition Education Minister mentioning the trial’s “suc-
cess” as a key justification for the introduction of LSLD. 

The true purpose of the 47 schools trial was made clear in 
the earlier BCG report which revealed that the quarantined 
devolution model had led to savings of $15-25 million.¹³ 
Later in the BCG report it was argued, “To capture savings 
from devolution requires more than the current rollout of 
the current [47 schools] trial. Current trial involves addi-
tional costs that will need to be phased out (e.g., to cover 
higher than average staff costs in some schools) and does 
not yet address staffing implications at the State and Re-
gional Office.”¹⁴ The “additional costs” were the significant 
additional funding each of the 47 schools received from 
the Department, in effect a temporary financial sweetener 
that would ensure a positive evaluation. It was only the 
BCG report that exposed that there was no intention to 
maintain this level of funding support beyond the trial. 
Towards the end of the BCG report the strategic thinking 
behind the trial was exposed: “[Must] test and measure 
impact and risk of devolved model(s) to prove concept. 

Assess risks and put in place any mitigation strategies to 
manage them.”¹⁵

When LSLD was announced in March 2012, it was market-
ed as an education policy. This was the first of many false-
hoods promulgated by the Government. There was no 
mention of the Boston Consulting Group report of 2010; 
no mention of the Price Waterhouse Coopers report; and 
no mention of the NSW Commission of Audit Reports of 
2012 either. Nor did the Government ever reveal the real 
purpose of the 47 schools trial. 

In reality, LSLD was always going to be about expenditure 
and the efficiency savings that could be secured, “There 
is considerable scope in NSW to reallocate expenditure 
in education and training to improve outcomes, through 
greater devolution of resource allocation decisions to 
principals and TAFE Institute Directors. This can occur 
within existing expenditure budgets.”¹⁶ It is worth noting 
that the findings of the BCG report regarding the savings 
that could be accrued through devolution were refer-
enced in the 2012 NSW Commission of Audit report. 

So, what did the NSW Commission of Audit’s recommend-
ed ‘reductions at the centre’, a critical feature of Local 
Schools, Local Decisions, mean in practice? It is important 
to revisit the NSW Treasury’s demand on the Department 
of Education at the time. 

Savings measures had to be identified by the Depart-
ment in the 2011-2012 NSW budget to cover the four-year 
budget period up to 2015-2016. These measures were 
implemented as “general expenses in the education and 
communities portfolio have still outstripped the growth 
in government revenue”.¹⁷

The Department needed to find $201 million in savings 
from the 2012-2013 budget and $1.7 billion over the four 
year forward estimates period. The measures also includ-
ed the 2.5 per cent labour expense cap, as detailed in the 
NSW Public Sector Wages Policy which had been rein-
forced by changes to the NSW Industrial Relations Act. 

The savings demanded of the Department were intro-
duced at the same time that Local Schools, Local Deci-
sions was rolled out. In reality the ‘reductions at the cen-
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tre’ resulted in a significant and unprecedented loss of 
positions from the Department, both public servant and 
non-school based teaching positions. And this, not a lift 
in student outcomes, was the primary objective of Local 
Schools, Local Decisions. 

Ken Dixon, the general manager of finance and adminis-
tration within the NSW Department of Education at the 
time, later described the policy to give principals more au-
tonomy over school budgets as being driven by cost sav-
ings. In public comments he argued, “The Local Schools, 
Local Decisions policy is just a formula to pull funding from 
schools over time.” Mr Dixon, in a key senior Departmental 
position at the time the policy of Local Schools, Local De-
cisions was being developed, also revealed that the loss of 
at least 1600 jobs in the Department was factored into the 
business case.¹⁸

The ‘reductions at the centre’ included the loss of hun-
dreds of non-school based teachers and support staff 
from programs throughout NSW including from curricu-
lum support, professional development, staffing, drug and 
alcohol education, student welfare, student behaviour, 
community liaison, staff welfare, the equity unit, rural 
education, assessment and reporting, special education, 
and multicultural education. In essence, the capacity for 
the Department to initiate and fund system-wide support 
for teachers was decimated. To this day, the Department 
of Education has not been able to rebuild any significant 
systemic support. 

6 MONTHS ON: THE CUTS ARE CONFIRMED  

From the day that LSLD had been announced, the NSW 
Teachers Federation had opposed it, providing the evi-
dence to members and the public that had been revealed 
to the union in the leaked BCG and PWC reports. An in-
tense state-wide campaign was instigated. The union had 
been researching ‘school autonomy’ from at least 1988, 
prompted by the Metherell crisis. It had also studied close-
ly the impact of devolution in other jurisdictions including 
Victoria, New Zealand and the UK. And there had been 
more recent experiences of ‘school autonomy’ policies 
that had been imposed in NSW. 

Just a few years earlier in 2008, the Federation had been 

involved in a bitter and protracted industrial dispute with 
the NSW government over staffing including the loss of ser-
vice transfer rights for teachers. The concern was the dra-
matic negative consequences for difficult to staff schools 
in outer metropolitan and rural areas. In a fax sent to all 
schools by the Federation at the time in the lead up to a 
24-hour strike, the union showed remarkable prescience
in sounding a warning that, “[The Government’s proce-
dures will] establish the preconditions for the full deregu-
lation agenda as in Victoria. Federation is in no doubt that
if the NSW government succeeds in destroying the state-
wide teacher transfer system that the next step is to intro-
duce devolved staffing budgets to schools which include
teacher and non-teacher salaries.”¹⁹Just four years later
this was now a fundamental element of the LSLD model.

It was also in the area of special education that the NSW 
government had instigated a devolved funding model 
which had been trialled in the Illawarra in 2011 and im-
plemented across the state in 2012. This new method of 
allocating funding had been foreshadowed in the BCG re-
port which stated that there was potential savings of up 
to $100 million from the “fast growing special education 
area”. Once again, comparing NSW to Victoria, the BCG re-
port argued, “Victoria introduced reform initiatives in 2005 
which stemmed growth of special education and suggests 
a broad opportunity exists to streamline NSW special edu-
cation/equity programs”.²⁰ The scheme was promoted to 
the community as Every Student, Every School but it was 
clear that not every student in every school would receive 
the support they needed. The reduction in centralised 
support, for instance, led to funding cuts for thousands 
of students with autism and mental health concerns who 
were excluded from the Integration Funding Support pro-
gram.²¹

It was not until 11 September of 2012, six months after the 
LSLD announcement, that the intention to dramatically 
cut funding to the school system and TAFE was finally re-
vealed by the then NSW Premier, Barry O’Farrell – a de-
cision he described as “difficult but necessary”. The total 
amount of education funding to be cut amounted to $1.7 
billion, almost the exact figure to the dollar that the BCG 
and PWC reports had recommended could be achieved 
through devolving budgets to local principals and TAFE 
institute managers. Also confirmed in the announcement 
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was the loss of a total of 1800 non-school based teaching 
and support staff positions from Department offices - from 
the centre and from regional offices. This was a similar 
number to the total that Ken Dixon had explained had 
been factored into the LSLD “business case”.²²

For months following the March 2012 public release of the 
LSLD policy, the Federation had been attacked by the Gov-
ernment which accused the union of lying to the profes-
sion about the intention to cut funding. But even though it 
was now vindicated, the Federation still found the news of 
the $1.7 billion cuts grim. Earlier, in response to the LSLD 
announcement, it had called all members out on strike, 
firstly in May 2012 for a two-hour stoppage, and later in 
June for a 24-hour strike.  

While not preventing the full impact of the cuts to educa-
tion, the strikes did achieve some important protections, 
at least for public school teachers. In response to the in-
dustrial action, the Department withdrew the plan to pro-
vide all schools with an actual staffing budget, making it 
notional instead. A school’s staffing entitlement, which 
was to be replaced by an unregulated principal’s choice of 
the ‘mix and number’ of staff, was also protected.

The Commission of Audit had declared that all staff ratios 
were to be removed from industrial agreements, citing 
NSW public school class sizes as the first example. “The 
Commission of Audit agrees that some workforce man-
agement policies and input controls are managerial pre-
rogatives and should not be incorporated into awards...
Examples are:​ teacher to pupil ratios…”²³

A public campaign in the lead-up to the strikes led to refer-
ences to class sizes reconfirmed in subsequent industrial 
agreements. Finally, the plan to abolish the incremental 
pay scale was also withdrawn. 

GONSKI - A POLITICAL LIFELINE 

Following a long campaign led by the Australian Education 
Union, and strongly supported by the NSW Teachers Fed-
eration, a Federal Labor Government announced a com-
prehensive inquiry into schools funding in April 2010. The 
inquiry team was chaired by David Gonski whose name 
would become synonymous with the subsequent report 

delivered to government in November 2011. But it was not 
until 20 February 2012 that the report was released pub-
licly. By April the following year, the Federal Government 
announced a new national $14.5 billion schools funding 
model. The funding was to be delivered over a six-year 
transition period from 2014 to 2019 with two-thirds of the 
funding to be provided in the final two years. 

At its heart was the Schooling Resource Standard (SRS), 
effectively the minimum level of funding a school needed 
to have the vast majority of its students meet national out-
comes. In essence, the more complex a school’s student 
profile, the greater level of funding it would attract, noting 
in the case of NSW public schools, the additional funding 
would be provided to the system to distribute on a needs 
basis.   

On 23 April 2013, NSW became the first state to sign a 
bilateral agreement with the Commonwealth, less than 
seven months after the announcement of the $1.7 billion 
cuts at the state level. In reality, the Gonski funding model 
was seen by the then NSW Education Minister as a politi-
cal lifeline. The NSW Department of Education was faced 
with a serious contradiction. On the one hand, it had built 
a financial model to implement LSLD, but which was de-
signed to de-fund the system in order to deliver $1.7 bil-
lion in savings. From 2014, however, there would be ad-
ditional money provided to schools. But it soon became 
a case of a wasted opportunity. None of the additional 
recurrent funding could be used for any significant and 
much needed whole of system improvement. Improve-
ments such as reduced class sizes, which for junior prima-
ry and lower secondary schools had not been reduced in 
many decades, nor for a reduction in face-to-face loads 
which also had not improved in decades. Indeed, there 
was little funding retained by the Department at the centre 
to rebuild the programs that had been decimated back in 
2012. In other words, the government had squandered the 
opportunity to capitalise on a key advantage of the public 
education system which is its capacity to achieve massive 
economies of scale. 

In a crude attempt to engender support for LSLD, the De-
partment deliberately attempted to link LSLD with the 
additional Gonski funding in schools, as though the BCG 
and PWC audits, the Commission of Audit reports, the 
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Public Sector Wages Policy, and the demand of the NSW 
government for departments to reduce labour expens-
es every year had not occurred. This re-writing of the 
history led to the Department’s Centre for Educational 
Statistics and Evaluation (CESE) developing a survey in-
strument that linked the two disparate variables — LSLD 
and additional funding. But neither of these variables, 
the system wide change to governance and the increase 
in Commonwealth and State funding, was dependent 
on the other. So, to conflate them in the first evaluation 
question where each variable is portrayed as being in-
terdependent was a serious error, offending a basic ten-
et of research methodology. In response, the Federation 
raised the fundamental question as to exactly what was 
being evaluated: a change to the governance model of 
the public school system announced in March 2012 or 
the additional funding achieved two years later in 2014 
through the National Education Reform Agreement 
(NERA).

LOST OPPORTUNITY 

The additional funding had been allocated to individual 
schools untied, with little guidelines, minimal account-
ability and almost no programmatic system-wide sup-
port. Little wonder that even CESE’s Local Schools, Local 
Decisions Evaluation - Interim Report stated “…we were 
unable to determine…what each school’s [Resource 
Allocation Model] RAM equity loading allocation was 
spent on.”²⁴

Firstly, the devolution model was never designed to 
make funding information transparent. Indeed, it was 
designed to do the exact opposite, make funding mat-
ters more opaque. This was because the devolution 
model was expressly designed for twin purposes: deliv-
er savings back to central government and allow gov-
ernments to shift the responsibility for these savings to 
local managers. It was only ever intended to give local 
schools the illusion of control.  

Secondly, the model was never designed to distribute 
and manage significant increases in funding. There now 
existed no comprehensive systemic and state-wide pro-
grammes designed to lift student outcomes across all 
schools: “In terms of differential change over time, we 

found no relationship between changes over time in 
these engagement measures and levels of need, with 
the notable exception that students in higher-need 
schools typically showed less positive change over time 
in levels of social engagement than students in low-
er-need schools. In other words, the gap in this mea-
sure between higher-need and lower-need schools 
increased over time, rather than decreased.” [Au-
thor’s emphasis]²⁵

CRITICAL VOICES IGNORED 

Over the years, there has been a tendency for govern-
ment departments, like the NSW Department of Edu-
cation, to declare that policies are developed from ‘evi-
dence-based decision-making’. Yet, in the case of Local 
Schools, Local Decisions, this assertion must be contest-
ed. Moreover, it may actually be a case that the decla-
ration of ‘evidence’ is a strategy to shut down debate, 
noting that very little in education policy, practice and 
theory exists without competing points of view. 

The extreme Local Schools, Local Decisions policy was 
implemented dishonestly. Its true intentions were hid-
den from the profession with critical voices and avail-
able research ignored. In relation to ‘school autonomy’ 
models John Smyth believes, “Sometimes an educa-
tional idea is inexplicably adopted around the world 
with remarkable speed and consistency and in the ab-
sence of a proper evidence base or with little regard or 
respect for teachers, students or learning.”²⁶

In his essay, The disaster of the ‘self-managing school’ – 
genesis, trajectory, undisclosed agenda, and effects, Pro-
fessor Smyth went on to argue that ‘school autonomy’ 
in reality is government “…steering at a distance, while 
increasing control through a range of outcomes-driven 
performance indicators.” 

Further he said, “The argument was that schools would 
be freed up from the more burdensome aspects of bu-
reaucratic control, and in the process allowed to be 
more flexible and responsive, with decisions being able 
to be made closer to the point of learning. Many of these 
claims have proven to be illusory, fictitious, and laugh-
able to most practising school educators.”  
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Dr Ken Boston, one of the members of the Review of 
Funding for Schooling panel chaired by David Gonski, 
expressed frustration at the continuing promotion of 
devolution, arguing that “. . . school autonomy is an ir-
relevant distraction. I worked in England for nine years, 
where every government school . . . has the autonomy 
of the independent public schools in WA - governing 
boards that can hire and fire head teachers and staff, de-
termine salaries and promotions, and so on. Yet school 
performance in England varies enormously from school 
to school, and from region to region, essentially related 
to aggregated social advantage in the south of the coun-
try and disadvantage in the north.”²⁷ 

Plank and Smith in their paper, Autonomous Schools: 
Theory, Evidence and Policy, argued, “Placing schools 
at the centre of the policy frame, freeing them from bu-
reaucracy and exhorting them to do better has not by 
itself generated many of the systemic improvements, 
innovation, or productivity gains that policy makers 
hoped for.”²⁸

Professor Steven Dinham from the University of Mel-
bourne acknowledged the lack of evidence for ‘school 
autonomy’ models: “The theory that greater school au-
tonomy will lead to greater flexibility, innovation and 
therefore student attainment is intuitively appealing and 
pervasive. School autonomy has become something of 
an article of faith. However, establishing correlation and 
causation is not so easy.” Dinham says, “What is needed 
above all however, is clear research evidence that the 
initiative works, and under what conditions, rather than 
blind enthusiasm for the concept.”²⁹

‘School autonomy’ was responsible for a “lost decade” 
in education according to one of New Zealand’s lead-
ing education researchers Dr Cathy Wylie formerly of the 
New Zealand Council of Educational Research (NZCER). 
In her book, Vital Connections: Why We Need More Than 
Self-Managing Schools³⁰, Wylie argued that schools in 
NZ needed more central support, and that devolution 
had caused the loss of ‘vital connections’ between 
schools. 

Even the OECD was ignored.  In its 2009 PISA cross-coun-

try correlation analysis, PISA 2009 Results: What Makes 
a School Successful? - Resources, Policies and Practices 
(Volume IV) the OECD authors argued that “. . . greater re-
sponsibility in managing resources appears to be unre-
lated to a school system’s overall student performance” 
and that “... school autonomy in resource allocation is 
not related to performance at the system level.”³¹

And yet, this OECD report was released three years be-
fore the 2012 NSW Commission of Audit argued enthu-
siastically for a devolution model (sold later as Local 
Schools, Local Decisions). 

A decade on, the catastrophic policy failure of Local 
Schools, Local Decisions is clear. The findings of the De-
partment’s own research body, CESE, amplify this: 
• “To date, LSLD appears to have had little impact on

preliminary outcome measures.”
• “These results suggest that LSLD has not had a

meaningful impact on attendance or suspensions.”
• “However, the direction of the relationship was not

as we expected: students in higher-need schools
showed less growth in social engagement than stu-
dents in lower-need schools.”³²

So, what has occurred after this lost decade? No lift in 
student outcomes, the gap between the advantaged 
and disadvantaged widening, a massive increase in ca-
sual and temporary positions in schools, no improve-
ments in attendance, no improvement in suspension 
rates, no lessening of ‘red-tape’, a dramatic increase 
in workload, growing teacher shortages, and the sala-
ry cap still in place. The paradox is, of course, that the 
more localised the decision-making, the more onerous, 
punitive and centrally controlled are the accountability 
measures. 

By 2022 the Local Schools, Local Decisions policy has left 
the NSW Department with no levers; no capacity to de-
velop, fund and implement systemic improvements to 
lift all schools or to achieve massive economies of scale. 
Purportedly, the bulk of funding is in school bank ac-
counts with the Department unable to determine what 
it is being spent on. Instead, we are left with policy by 
anecdote as revealed in the comments quoted within 
the CESE evaluation.  
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The tragedy of Local Schools, Local Decisions is that its 
structure remains in place, even if its name has changed. 
By 2021, the NSW Department had realised that LSLD 
had failed public schools, their teachers, and their stu-
dents. It had also failed the community of NSW. Addicted 
to policy by alliteration, the Department rebadged it as 
the School Success Model (SSM). But this title reveals the 
continuing mind-set of both the Government and the De-
partment. If we have learnt anything from the last decade 
it is that schemes like LSLD are essentially a cover for a 
government to abrogate its obligation to all children, all 
teachers, and all public schools. Instead, what is needed 
is for the NSW government, through its department, to 
accept it has an onus to provide systemic programmatic 
support rather than devolve the risk and responsibilities 
onto individual schools. Finally, the time to listen to and 
accept the advice of the teaching profession, and for the 
powerful, politically connected accountancy firms to be 
dismissed, is long overdue. 
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