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Introduction 

Much has been written about how schools can 
take responsibility for their own improvement, 
as education systems around the world move to 
greater autonomy and simultaneously introduce 
the requirement for greater accountability.

At the same time there is a growing recognition 
that unless there is an equally strong driver 
for the building of mature and effective 
collaboration, and the development of the 
leadership needed to broker and facilitate this, 
then there is a danger that education systems, 
driven by competition and choice, and backed 
up by autonomy, will not only become more 
diverse, they will become more unequal. 

In this paper I outline some of what we are 
learning from clusters of schools as they begin 
to work to create a highly ambitious, equitable 
and ethical school system within a government 
drive to continue the ‘high autonomy – high 

accountability trajectory’ outlined by Greany 
(2015a) in his recent CSE Seminar Series paper. 

I will explore some emerging practices, drawing 
on examples from England and Australia. I will 
examine how and why some clusters get stuck 
and fail to achieve the impact they expected, as 
well as some of the characteristics of successful 
partnerships.

I will examine the emergence of models of 
cluster-based peer review and the potential this 
has to build ‘accountability rich cultures’, based 
on a collective commitment to enquiry, learning 
and growth. I will argue that this approach, 
which is capable of building ‘trust-based and 
shared accountability’ within a competitive 
market-led system, has the potential to create 
truly sustainable and improving school-led 
systems. 
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Autonomous and accountable 
school-led systems

The level of accountability and autonomy 
experienced by schools varies widely around 
the world. However, evidence from the OECD, 
the World Bank and others tells us that the 
best-performing systems are those in which 
school autonomy is high – in terms of resource 
allocation and decisions about teaching and 
assessment – but where accountability is also 
rigorous. 

Accountability can be achieved in various ways, 
most often through the publication of test 
results and other school data, or by inspection, 
overseen by central government departments. 
School improvement activities are then made 
available through a range of providers – often 
central or local government agencies, private 
sector suppliers, or universities – driven by the 
findings of external or self-evaluation. 

In some countries, however, increasing 
autonomy is influencing the methods of 
accountability. Policy makers, academics and 
schools themselves are promoting systems 
in which schools self-regulate but also self-
support. Schools hold each other to account 
but also provide the professional development, 
coaching and other forms of support, which 
lead to improving outcomes. This is what is 
commonly referred to as a school-led, self-
improving system.

The early work done by Hargreaves (2010) 
for the National College for School Leadership 
in England, on the building of self-improving 
systems, made it clear that giving schools 
freedom and making them more accountable 
would not, by itself, create a self-improving 

system. Nor would merely putting in place 
the necessary architecture, systems and 
structures – such as designating schools to 
take specific responsibility for system support 
and improvement – and creating roles for high-
performing headteachers, senior leaders and 
teachers to act as system leaders. 

The missing element is culture change. 
Experience tells us that this is by far the most 
difficult to achieve. It requires a collective 
commitment within and between schools to 
improvement, demonstrated by the willingness 
to 

 ■ share data and resources; 

 ■ be honest about weaknesses; 

 ■ share the best practitioners; and 

 ■ hold each other to account for outcomes. 

Without this a self-improving system could very 
easily become a complacent and cosy system, a 
self deluded system and a disconnected system 
– with some clusters and alliances deliberately 
distancing themselves from others in a desire to 
retain their ‘competitive edge’, or through a fear 
of exposing their inadequacies in a market-led 
competitive environment. 

We are beginning to see the danger of an 
exclusive focus on autonomy and accountability, 
without this additional focus on capacity 
building and culture change. Schools can 
become more isolated, either due to over-
confidence or insecurity, or just because they are 
too busy. They can become more competitive 
and therefore are less likely to share and 
collaborate and to learn from each other. As 
a consequence, those schools with capacity 
get better and others do not, thus creating a 
bigger gap between the good and not-so-good 
schools and creating greater variability within 
the system. 

A paper by Toby Greany on the restructuring 
of schooling in England (2014) recognised this 
when it reported the following.

the best-performing systems are those in 
which school autonomy is high ... but where 
accountability is also rigorous. 

 

 
 End of Free Sample              

     Click here to order or subscribe    
  

http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription
http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription
http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription
http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription
http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription


CSE/IARTV Publications

A complete back catalogue of the CSE/IARTV Seminar and Occasional Paper Series, subscription rates to both  
of these series and more detailed information on any of the publications listed are available on the Centre for 
Strategic Education’s website www.cse.edu.au. Alternatively contact Centre for Strategic Education, phone  
(+61 3) 9654 1200, fax (+61 3) 9650 5396, email office@cse.edu.au.

Other publications
Leading the education debate Volume 4: Selected papers from the CSE’s Seminar Series and Occasional Papers, 2011–2014 
Editors Vic Zbar and Tony Mackay

The Centre for Strategic Education has consolidated a selection of the best of its ground-breaking series of seminar papers from 
the last four years of cutting-edge contributions to educational discourse into its publication Leading the education debate Vol 4.

This collection includes some of the most recognised authors in education including Yong Zhao, Charles Leadbeater, Valerie 
Hannon, Charles Fadel, Paul Clarke, David Istance, Anthony Mackay, Nelson R González, Helen Timperley, Linda Kaser and 
Judy Halbert, Michael Fullan, David Hopkins, Brian J Caldwell and Jim M Spinks, Patricia Collarbone, Pamela Macklin, Graham 
Marshall, Vic Zbar, Dylan Wiliam, Peter Cole, Geoff Masters and Kathe Kirby with Dahle Suggett.

The 20 papers included in the publication constitute a major contribution to discussion on school improvement and reform, 
written in a clear and accessible way. 

Volumes 1–3 of Leading the education debate by the same authors, collections of similar cutting edge papers from earlier CSE 
papers, are also available from CSE.

Recent titles in the Centre for Strategic Education Seminar Series

No. 250 Reform, reformers, and the segregationist logic 
of Australian schooling   
By Dean Ashenden (November 2015) 

No. 249 Learning together: The power of cluster-based 
school improvement   
By Maggie Farrar (November 2015) 

No. 248 Generational change in schools: Addressing the 
challenge of ‘generational collision’   
By Phil Lambert (September 2015) 

No. 247 The shared work of learning: Lifting educational 
achievement through collaboration. An agenda 
for systemic change    
By Tom Bentley and Ciannon Cazaly  
(September 2015) 

No. 246 Making Experimentalist Leadership practical:  
The theory and practice of futures literacy   
By Riel Miller (July 2015)  

No. 245 Mentoring in teacher education   
By William Louden (July 2015)  

No. 244 Big data in education – an international perspective   
By Robert Hassell and Sacha DeVelle (May 2015)  

No. 243 Complexity leadership learning: An alternative 
to competency-driven learning    
By F S David Ng (May 2015) 

No. 242 Open Learning Systems: Unlocking innovation   
By David Price (February 2015) 

No. 241 Self-improving school systems: A review of 
evidence and reflections on progress in England  
By Toby Greany (February 2015) 

No. 240 How does PISA shape education policy making? 
Why how we measure learning determines what 
counts in education   
By Simon Breakspear (November 2014) 

No. 239 Assessment renaissance 
By Peter Hill and Michael Barber  
(November 2014) 

No. 238 An activist or a mature teaching profession? Re-
flections on progress 
By Judyth Sachs (September 2014) 

No. 237 Facilitated networks of learning 
By Jean Annan, Brian Annan, Mary Wootton  
and Rene Burton (September 2014) 

No. 236 Educators as designers: New systems to scale deep 
learning 
By Nelson R González (July 2014) 

No. 235 Australia’s national curriculum:  
A step in the right direction?  
By William Louden (July 2014) 

No. 234 A framework for transforming learning in schools: 
Innovation and the spiral of inquiry 
By Helen Timperley, Linda Kaser and Judy Halbert 
(April 2014) 

No. 233 Realigning the governance of schools in Australia: 
Energising an experimentalist approach 
By Brian Caldwell (April 2014) 

No. 232 Total Learning 
By Charles Leadbeater (February 2014) 

No. 231 Can transforming education systems be led?  
By Valerie Hannon (February 2014)

No. 230 Reforming an education system:  
The Tasmanian experience  
By John Ewington and Sally Milbourne  
with Michael Brakey (November 2013) 

No. 229 Transforming schooling: Small change  
is not enough   
By David Loader (November 2013) 

 



About the Seminar Series

This series of papers, by leading 

educators, is based primarily on 

seminar presentations.

The series is intended to encourage 

discussion of major issues in 

education. Views expressed by the 

authors do not necessarily represent 

views of the Centre for Strategic 

Education. Comments on papers  

are most welcome.

How to order back issues

A complete back catalogue of the 

CSE/IARTV Seminar and Occasional 

Paper Series, subscription rates to 

both of these series and detailed 

information on other recent 

publications are available on the 

Centre for Strategic Education 

website www.cse.edu.au. 

Alternatively contact  

Centre for Strategic Education:

phone (+61 3) 9654 1200 

fax (+61 3) 9650 5396

email info@cse.edu.au

About the Author

Maggie Farrar is based in the UK but works internationally. Earlier in her career 

she worked in senior leadership positions in schools and local authorities and, more 

recently, was the Director for leadership development, research and succession 

planning at the National College for School Leadership, as well as interim Chief 

Executive. She has a particular interest in team leadership, community leadership 

and schools as organisations that work together to transform children’s life chances 

and close gaps in achievement. She was awarded the CBE for services to education 

in the 2014 New Year Honours list.  

About the Paper

This paper is based on work done by Maggie Farrar during her time at the National 

College for School Leadership in the UK and, more recently, work undertaken in 

England on cluster-based school improvement through peer review, with the Centre 

for British Teachers (CfBT) and, in Australia, with Catholic Education Melbourne, 

The Queensland Leadership Institute (QELI) and the Country Education Project 

(CEP). She discusses the nature and relative merits of autonomous and accountable 

school-led systems; explores the benefits of cluster-based improvement; and uses 

examples from England and Australia to take a closer look at practice and to 

focus on peer review. She concludes that, although we can improve further, we 

are already beginning to see that the practice of reciprocity, of collective moral 

purpose and the building of joint accountability for outcomes, together generate 

greater improvement for all schools.

ISSN 1838-8558
ISBN 978-1-921823-77-0

The constituent bodies of CSE/IARTV are the Association of Heads of Independent 
Schools of Australia (Vic) and the Victorian Independent Education Union.

 


