
Vol.:(0123456789)

The Australian Educational Researcher
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-024-00746-9

1 3

Competitive grants in autonomous public schools: 
how school principals are labouring for public school 
funding

Emma Rowe1   · Sarah Langman2 

Received: 19 November 2023 / Accepted: 20 June 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
This paper examines competitive grants for public schools, as a form of additional 
funding from the government. We draw on interviews with principals from differ-
ent states in Australia to examine systemic impacts of competitive grants for public 
schools, exploring this in relation to school autonomy. Public school principals are 
labouring to generate additional school funding via competitive applications from 
the traditional state government, to supplement their core or regular government 
funding. The competitive applications are to fund what many would consider rudi-
mentary or fundamental resources, such as school infrastructure and student wellbe-
ing programs. For the interviewed principals, the drive to generate more funding 
was anchored within significant government funding shortfalls in public schools. 
The majority of interviewees did not find the funding model to be ‘needs-based’ 
or responsive. Autonomous public schools presented many paradoxes and contra-
dictions, particularly in under-funded contexts; whilst on one hand, principals are 
tasked with managing their budgets, the majority experienced the environment as 
highly inflexible and often punitive, laden with bureaucratic red tape. The major-
ity of interviewees expressed notions of responsibilisation for generating additional 
funds. In this context, we found that competitive funding applications increase 
school principal work intensification, with principals spending excessive time 
labouring to generate additional funding via competitive grant applications, in order 
to fund essential school projects. The labour involved in completing time-demand-
ing funding applications supplants their traditional responsibilities and is critically 
reshaping their role as a school principal, to one of ‘grant applier’ and fundraiser, 
reinforcing the retreat of the traditional state.
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Introduction

And the frustrating thing is we all know schools need more support finan-
cially, that’s just a no-brainer, but it feels very frustrating that to run a 
school successfully you feel like part of your work is generating more 
funds. [Susan, public school principal, secondary school: New South Wales. 
Advantaged student cohort.]

This paper examines competitive grants for public schools, as a form of addi-
tional funding from the government. We draw on interviews with principals from 
different states in Australia to examine systemic impacts of competitive grants for 
public schools, exploring this in relation to school autonomy (Fitzgerald et  al., 
2018; Gavin & Stacey, 2023; Keddie, 2016; Niesche et al., 2023). The competi-
tive applications are to fund what many would consider rudimentary or funda-
mental resources, such as school infrastructure and student wellbeing programs. 
For the interviewed principals, the drive to generate more funding was anchored 
within significant government funding shortfalls in public schools.

There is scope to expand upon empirical research regarding competitive fund-
ing in public schools as a supplementary source of revenue raising from the state 
government. Important empirical contributions have examined similar and inter-
connecting areas of research; for instance, public schools generating additional 
funding through parent contributions and fundraising (Rowe & Perry 2020a, b, 
2022; Thompson et  al., 2019), commercial and corporate partnerships (Enright 
et  al., 2020), or philanthropic competitive applications, through organisations 
such as Schools Plus (Rowe & Di Gregorio, In Press; Hogan et al., 2023). Inter-
nationally, research indicates there is increasing emphasis on generating pri-
vate funds for public schools (Fallon & Poole, 2014; Poole et al., 2020; Winton, 
2018a, 2018b; Yoon et al., 2019).

In similarity with the aims of this study, Niesche (2010) examined the experi-
ences of two school principals from private schools in rural Queensland, serv-
ing mainly Indigenous students, and their labour in generating funding through 
competitive grants. He writes that ‘an increasing part of the principal’s job, under 
moves towards self-governing schools, is a reliance of grants …to obtain fund-
ing’, a process which emphasises entrepreneurial leadership, reducing time spent 
on ‘important matters of curriculum and pedagogy that are critical in educational 
leadership’ (p. 249). In similarity, we pay attention to public school principals 
engaging in competitive funding applications via the traditional state, in order to 
supplement their funding, and how this impacts school principal workload (Cre-
agh et al., 2023; Stacey et al., 2023), as principals are compelled to be revenue 
creators, in autonomous public schools (Blackmore, 2005; Gobby, 2013; Gobby 
et al., 2018; Mockler et al., 2023; Niesche, 2010).

The paper is structured as follows; as school principals primarily locate their 
competitive applications within a need for more funding, the following section 
discusses under-funded public schools, followed by the impact of an inequitable 
funding system. This is succeeded by a discussion of autonomous public schools. 
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We then turn to explain the methodology for how data was generated, followed by 
analysing the interviews with public school principals.

Public or ‘government’ schools and how they are funded

Significant inequities in Australia’s approach to school funding encourages competi-
tion, marketisation and consumer-choice, as parents are nudged to be active school 
choosers, for all schools to compete, and with so-called ‘needs-based’ funding fol-
lowing the student (Bonnor & Shepherd, 2016; Connors & McMorrow, 2015; Pres-
ton, 2023; Rorris, 2023; Stewart & Russo, 2001; Windle & Stratton, 2013). Econo-
mist Rorris (2021) writes that ‘investment in Australian schools has favoured private 
schools to an astonishing degree’ (p. 5).

In Australia, ‘public’, or state/government schools, receive the majority of their 
recurrent funding from the state or territory government in which it is located, 
whereas private schools (‘non-government’), consisting of Independent and Catholic 
schools, receive the majority of their recurrent funding from the federal government 
(Australian Government, 2024b). Funding consists of ‘recurrent’ and ‘capital’ fund-
ing, in addition to private sources, with the ‘recurrent’ funding calculated through 
a measurement referred to as the ‘Schooling Resource Standard’ (SRS) (Australian 
Government, 2011). The SRS is a theoretically needs-based measure and estimate 
of ‘how much public funding a school needs to meet its students’ educational needs’ 
(ACARA, 2021, p. 115), consisting of a base amount for every student and up to 
six needs-based loadings to provide extra funding, relating to socio-educational dis-
advantage, location and English language proficiency (ACARA, 2021; Australian 
Government, 2024a).1

Public schools are currently not funded according to their Schooling Resource 
Standard (SRS) or measure of ‘need’, in the majority of states and territories (with 
the exception of the Australian Capital Territory) (Beazley, 2023; Beazley & Cas-
sidy, 2023; News, 2023; Wark, 2024). Recent analyses of Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) data indicates funding targets have 
been exceeded for private schools:

ACARA data shows that 98% of private schools are funded above the School-
ing Resource Standard (SRS) … and more than 98% of public schools are 
funded below it. (Beazley & Cassidy, 2023, our emphasis)

Rorris (2023) points to how this has been achieved via ‘deceptive accounting 
tricks’, pointing to the bilaterial agreements negotiated between the federal gov-
ernment and the states, following the 2013 federal election of a more conservative 
political party. These funding agreements were detrimental towards public schools; 
as the agreements allowed state/territories to include ‘additional expenditure items’ 
(up to 4%) within their Schooling Resource Standard, which artificially bolsters 

1  ACARA (2021) lists the six needs-based loadings (p. 116).
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funding to public schools, including ‘capital depreciation, school transport, regula-
tory authorities’ (Rorris, 2023, p. 11). The same is not applied to private schools.

The shortfalls are numerous and significant within the funding model, as pri-
vate schools benefit from greater levels of capital funding (Ting et al., 2019), with 
Windle (2009) describing this as ‘an embarrassment of riches’ (p. 233). The aver-
age expenditure of capital investment in private schools is higher, in comparison to 
public schools and ‘over the decade from 2012 to 2021 capital investment in pub-
lic schools averaged $1110 per student per year, whilst in private schools the aver-
age was $2401 per student per year—more than double’ (AEU, 2024, p. 5). This 
is described as the ‘capital investment gap’, with particular states demonstrating a 
wider gap over 10 years (New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland), and public 
schools receiving significantly less in capital funding compared to private schools 
(Rorris, 2021). One of the reasons for this disparity was due to private schools 
retaining access to dual sources of capital funding (federal and the states), whereas 
public schools were only able to access a singular source of funding from the state 
(for capital works) (AEU, 2024; Ting et  al., 2019). However in 2023, the federal 
government introduced the first capital works funding program for public schools, 
referred to as the School Upgrade Fund (Australian Government, 2024c). This is a 
single year, one-off fund at time of writing (AEU, 2024).

This disparity has been building for considerable time, with Stewart and Russo 
(2001) writing over twenty years ago that capital funding was much higher for pri-
vate schools compared to the public sector, and even when taking into account the 
drift of students to private schools, the ‘provision of funds to the non-government 
sector has been increasingly disproportionate’ (Stewart & Russo, 2001, pp. 33, 34).

The impact of inequitable funding models

Inequitable funding models are linked to school segregation, as better-resourced 
families tend to choose better-resourced schools. Australia demonstrates high levels 
of between-school segregation, as more advantaged families are more likely to enrol 
in private schools, particularly the high-fee2 Independent school sector (Bonnor & 
Shepherd, 2016; Connors & McMorrow, 2015; Perry et al., 2024). Perry et al. (2016) 
write that ‘the average income and SES of students in private schools is higher than 
in public schools’ (p. 176). Chesters (2018) found that ‘students with highly edu-
cated parents were more likely than other students to attend independent schools’ 
(p. 139). Disadvantage is ‘increasingly concentrated’ in public schools (Bonnor & 
Shepherd, 2016, p. 8), and whilst there are exceptions, particularly with select-entry 
public schools educating high proportions of advantaged students (Rowe & Perry, 
2022), and conversely remote private schools educating high proportions of disad-
vantaged students, from a nation-wide perspective, students who are categorised as 
more disadvantaged, due to parent(s) experiencing homelessness, poverty or unem-
ployment, are more likely to be educated in the public school sector. Lamb et  al. 

2  The majority of schools classified as ‘high-fee’ are Independent schools, rather than Catholic private 
schools. However, there is wide variation in tuition fees at Independent schools.
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(2015) pointed to nearly 80% of students from disadvantaged backgrounds enrolled 
in public schools. The majority of Indigenous students (82.4% nation-wide) attend 
public schools (ABS, 2023). The majority of students experiencing a disability are 
enrolled in public schools (approximately 75%) (Hunter, 2019; Smith et al., 2023).

Inequitable funding models are linked to inequitable distribution of quality school 
resourcing, including experienced teachers and specialised teachers; professional 
development for teachers; quality textbooks and learning materials; and school facil-
ities and infrastructure, such as science laboratories, libraries, sporting facilities; and 
improved teacher to student ratios (Chiu & Khoo, 2005; Murillo & Roman, 2011; 
OECD, 2013; Powers, 2004; Watson & Ryan, 2010). There is ‘growing inequality 
… between students who have access to educational opportunities and outcomes’ 
(Mills et al., 2022, p. 345). Lower-SES public schools and their communities tend to 
be cast as ‘in deficit’, particularly in regard to aspirations (Zipin et al., 2015, p. 229).

Whilst spending money on education does not necessarily equate to higher learn-
ing outcomes, per-pupil spending is positively associated with improved learning 
outcomes (Baker, 2016; Chiu & Khoo, 2005) and provides a necessary underpin-
ning for access to high-quality learning resources and opportunities. Chiu and Khoo 
(2005) write that students score higher on standardised tests, in mathematics, read-
ing and science when they retain access to higher level of resourcing. An OECD 
(2013) report writes that ‘adequate resources are crucial for providing students with 
high-quality opportunities to learn’ (p. 40) and ‘high performing systems tend to 
allocate resources more equitably between socio-economically advantaged and dis-
advantaged schools’ (OECD, 2013, p. 103). High-performing systems restrict the 
resource gap between advantaged and disadvantaged schools (OECD, 2013).

In the following section, we contextualise school principal’s competitive applica-
tions for funding, within autonomous public schools in the state/territories of Victo-
ria, Queensland, and New South Wales.3

Autonomous public schools

Alongside policies that have encouraged school choice and marketisation, the devo-
lution of public schools and autonomy reform has been a central policy feature in 
Australia since the 1980s (Blackmore et  al., 2023; Gavin & Stacey, 2023; Gobby 
et  al., 2018; Niesche, 2010), reflecting international trends to decentralise schools 
(OECD, 2020). Whilst these reforms have differed according to the states in which 
they have been enacted (MacDonald et  al., 2023), the reforms have increasingly 
shifted traditional responsibilities of the welfare state, encouraging the principal to 
be ‘more like a CEO’ (Gobby, 2013), to be managerial, entrepreneurial and per-
formative (Blackmore, 2005; Keddie et  al., 2018; Mockler et  al., 2023; Niesche 
et al., 2023).

3  We focus on these highly populated states/territories as the majority of interviewees are located here.
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The states/territories in which the interviewees are located represent public 
school contexts that emphasise autonomy, albeit with differences. Arguably, Victo-
rian schools reflect the most decentralised system,4 with ‘devolved decision-making 
and financial management system… shared between the school council and the prin-
cipal’ (DET VIC, 2024).5 The 2011 Gonski Review wrote that schools in Victoria 
maintain a ‘high degree of autonomy’, pointing to management of funds and staff 
appointments (Australian Government, 2011, p. 43). Further to this, and in relation 
to this study, there are a number of competitive grants available through the Victo-
rian Department of Education (e.g. the School Shade Sails Fund, Inclusive Schools 
Fund, Minor Capital Works Fund) (DET VIC, 2023; VSBA, 2023a, 2023b).

New South Wales has historically been regarded as a centralised system (Aus-
tralian Government, 2011; Gavin & Stacey, 2023), although more recent reforms 
have sought to move it towards decentralisation (e.g. Local Schools, Local Deci-
sions). Queensland is described as a centralised system (Australian Government, 
2011), although it has adopted different reforms over the years (e.g. Independent 
Public Schools) (Keddie et al., 2018). According to the Department of Education, 
public schools in Queensland ‘have significant autonomy in the management of their 
resources’ and the policy vision is for ‘flexible, needs-based and outcome-focused 
school resourcing’ (Department of Education QLD, 2022, p. 5, emboldened in 
original).

Overall, school autonomy reforms in Australia have largely worked towards 
greater ‘flexibility’ for school principals in resourcing their schools, and managing 
their financial budget (Blackmore et al., 2023). Withstanding state differences, there 
has been a shared emphasis on the devolution of budgets onto schools, individual-
ising and responsibilising ‘principal discretion over expenditure’ (Blackmore et al., 
2023, p. 548), and we would argue, the growing expectation to generate revenue.

In this paper, we are concerned with the devolution of school budgets onto school 
principals, and how this has intensified workload and increased bureaucratic red 
tape, in the context of under-funding (Blackmore et al., 2023; Fitzgerald et al., 2018; 
Gavin & Stacey, 2023; Niesche et al., 2023). Scholars have argued that decentral-
ised and autonomous public schools have resulted in increased workload for teachers 
(Fitzgerald et  al., 2018; Stacey et  al., 2023). In their study of devolution reforms 
in New South Wales, Fitzgerald et al. (2018) write that the reforms led to intensi-
fied workload for teachers, ‘especially in piles of paperwork’ and autonomy ‘could 
almost be defined as synonymous with increases in workload’ (Fitzgerald et  al., 
2018, p. 627).

In their study of autonomous schools in New South Wales, Gavin and Stacey (2023) 
write that autonomous reforms, whilst aiming to reduce red tape, resulted in the con-
trary. Despite some degree of ambivalences amongst the principals and teachers, there 
was an overwhelming consensus that the reforms did not reduce red tape. Principals 

4  The state of Victoria led the way with school decentralisation in the 1990s with the Education Self-
Governing School Act (Parliament of Victoria, 1998).
5  Public schools in Victoria reportedly maintain the highest cost for parents via ‘voluntary fees’ (Grace, 
2024).
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disagreed that autonomous reforms simplified administrative processes (p. 514), and 
principals found the imposed financial management as ‘cumbersome, time-consuming 
and complicated’ (p. 515). Principals ‘reported difficulty in fulfilling their role as edu-
cational leader due to the large proportion of time spent on administration’ (p. 515). 
Furthermore, interview recipients reported ‘more pressure on schools and more respon-
sibility and more blame’ and a ‘lot more red tape’, reducing time spent on teaching and 
learning (Gavin & Stacey, 2023, p. 515). Holloway and Keddie (2020) discuss how 
autonomous schooling environments only ‘notionally empower’ school principals, with 
this empowerment constricted and constrained by performativity measures (p. 788).

The following section discusses methodology and theoretical framing before analys-
ing the interviews.

Table 1   List of interviewees and school demographics

This table lists the interviewees for this study (18 in total). The table categorises the interviewees accord-
ing to the school location (state/territory), showing State of Victoria, Queensland, New South Wales and 
Northern Territory

Pseudonym School type School ICSEA Location of school 
according to 
“MySchool”

State of Victoria (N = 9)
Adam  Primary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Major cities
Elizabeth  Primary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Major cities
Jason  Primary  > 1100 (advantaged) Major cities
Joe  Primary  > 1100 (advantaged) Major cities
John  Secondary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Major cities
Mark  Primary  > 1000 (advantaged) Major cities
Raelene  Primary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Inner regional
Ryan  Primary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Major cities
Timothy  Secondary  > 1000 (advantaged) Inner regional

State of Queensland (N = 7)
Anne  Secondary  < 950 (disadvantaged) Remote
Christopher  Combined  < 850 (disadvantaged) Very remote
Daniel  Secondary  < 950 (disadvantaged) Inner regional
Greg  Combined  < 950 (disadvantaged) Remote
Luke  Secondary  < 950 (disadvantaged) Inner regional
Matthew  Secondary  < 850 (disadvantaged) Remote
Tom  Secondary  < 1000 (disadvantaged) Major cities

New South Wales (N = 1)
Susan  Secondary  > 1000 (advantaged) Major cities

Northern Territory (N = 1)
Marie  Combined  < 700 (disadvantaged) Remote
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Methodology

This paper draws on in-depth interviews carried out with eighteen public school 
principals from July to November 2023, as part of a longer-term study exploring 
private actors in public education  (see, Rowe & Di Gregorio, In Press). The fol-
lowing analysis focuses upon these in-depth interviews in alignment with a qualita-
tive thematic analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). The following table shows the 
interviewees according to the location of their school, divided by state/territory (see 
Table 1).

Schools have been calculated as disadvantaged or advantaged by drawing upon 
the School Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (hereby referred to 
as ICSEA) as a proxy for school socio-economic status (SES). ICSEA is a meas-
urement specifically developed for the MySchool website by the Australian Cur-
riculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). Each school is allocated 
a unique ‘School ICSEA Value’, as based upon data collected at point of student 
enrolment (parent occupational status and educational attainment) and school-level 
data (school remoteness and proportion of Indigenous students) (ACARA, 2010). 
ICSEA values range from approximately 500 (representing extreme socio-educa-
tional disadvantage) to 1300 (representing extreme socio-educational advantage), 
and the index is scaled so that the national mean is 1000 (ACARA, 2018, 2019). The 
interviewees reflect a range of public schools, although the majority are leaders in 
schools serving disadvantaged cohorts of students (13 out of 18 interviewees).6

Interviewees are from diverse school locations in terms of how it is classified on 
the ‘MySchool’ website within ACARA data (ACARA, 2024). Half of the inter-
viewees are from schools located in ‘major cities’, whereas the remaining half 
consist of schools located in regional areas, remote and very remote (see Table 1). 
Therefore, the interviewed school principals’ experiences with generating additional 
funding as anchored within funding deficits are discussed across a range of pub-
lic school settings, including those in lower- and higher-SES contexts in addition to 
remote and metropolitan demographics.

All of the interviewees are employed full-time in public schools as principals 
and hold substantial leadership experience, with the average interview participant 
reporting 11  years of employment within leadership roles in schools. Interviewee 
Adam reports the least experience (2  years) whereas Timothy reports the highest 
level of experience (22 years).

The data in this paper represents a small sample of interviews, considering there 
are 6712 government (public) schools in Australia at time of writing (ABS, 2023). 
Given the limitation of the sample size, it would be useful for further research to 
continue examining competitive funding applications and grant writing in public 
schools. We argue the paper contributes to an increasingly important and urgent area 
of research, that is, the growing emphasis placed onto principals in public schools to 
be revenue generators (see Rowe & Di Gregorio, In Press).

6  This paper does not critique the Index for reasons of brevity. For a critique of how measures are calcu-
lated and applied (see Schulz, 2005).
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Finally, in analysing the data through a lens of qualitative thematic analysis, 
immediately following the interviews, the first and second author met to identify 
central themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006), and often work through the numerous 
ambivalences demonstrated throughout the interview. We identified similarities in 
the data in terms of the funding situation creating a system that provoked numer-
ous ethical tensions, pressures and ambivalences for school principals (Holloway & 
Keddie, 2020; Le Feuvre et al., 2023; Mockler et al., 2023; Niesche, 2013).

Note that in the following analysis, interviewees often refer to ‘the Department’ 
as shorthand, which is a reference to their main funding body (the Department of 
Education).

School principal/grant applier

It’s about time. It’s having time and finding time. … And its changed. I didn’t 
come into this role being a grant applier. For me, it’s about the kids, the edu-
cation, the passion of being here, it’s about being present. Not sitting in an 
office. I try every day to get to my classrooms and wave the kids off and on the 
bus and all of that kind of thing… I’ve already got enough paperwork to then 
have to compete for grants. I mean, even the Department, they put out grants. 
[Elizabeth, primary school principal, Victoria. Disadvantaged student cohort.]

Elizabeth speaks about how the role of principal now demands applying for com-
petitive grants from the government, in order to supplement her budget, as a core 
part of her leadership work. Many of the interviewed principals expressed simi-
lar sentiments, such as Tom (secondary school, Queensland) who discussed how 
he feels he has become a ‘legal expert’ through reading all the legal jargon that is 
now required in grant applications. Many other interviewees referenced the need for 
‘expert language’, ‘expertise’ or ‘outside expertise’ to bolster their applications and 
to stand out in a highly competitive field. Luke (secondary school, Queensland), for 
example, spoke about the increasing professionalism of grant writing, pointing to 
principals employing ‘professional grant writers’, paid as a proportion of successful 
grants and describing this as ‘big business’.

The deficit funding situation, combined with competitive funding grants, repo-
sition and remodel the core work of a school principal. Interviewees expressed a 
sense of being pulled away from their perceived core duties as a school principal 
and towards these outward, competitive and marketised dynamics, so that their core 
job description now included generating additional revenue for their school, such as 
Susan who says that part of her work is ‘generating more funds’ (secondary school, 
New South Wales).

However, there were conflicts and expressed ambivalences towards this posi-
tion, as well. On one hand, interviewed principals often felt ambivalent in regards to 
highly competitive applications for funding that demanded their time and expertise; 
but on the other, they felt it was necessary to maintain sufficient resources with the 
school, and ensure ‘school survival’ (Keddie, 2016; Mockler et  al., 2023). It is a 
common theme amongst the interviewees:
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My biggest issue at the moment is realistically … we are still underfunded. 
We’re not meeting the SRS targets as a state. And … there are … and there 
are things that are happening in schools that we are doing at the expense of 
other things. [So] being able to provide extra resources into the school, be it 
monetary or facilities, I do see that as part and parcel of my job, because at 
the end of the day it benefits the children and the teachers at the school. [Jason, 
primary school principal, Victoria. Advantaged school cohort.]

For many interviewees, the pressure to generate additional funding via competi-
tive applications presented ideological, ethical and professional conflicts. There was 
a sense they were being drawn into jobs and roles they did not want to be pulled 
into, but in order to do the right thing ‘by the kids’, they engaged in funds-generat-
ing behaviour. For example, Elizabeth’s core work meant being present for the stu-
dents, which was a common sentiment expressed by the interviewed principals. She 
also wanted to make time to meet with parents and staff. This point is reiterated by 
Creagh et al. (2023) in their literature review regarding workload, work intensifica-
tion and time poverty, in that principals prioritised ‘being visible and present’ within 
their school, but the ramification of this was increased paperwork outside of school 
hours (p. 10). Niesche et al. (2023) write that in autonomous school settings, princi-
pals are ‘spending less time on leading instructional improvement in their schools’ 
and more time on administrative tasks (p. 1272).

Arguably, in a context of autonomous and decentralised schools, the interviewed 
principals were steered towards entrepreneurial and competitive grant writing as a 
method of revenue generating. Mockler et al. (2023) refers to this as the autonomy/
choice/entrepreneurship nexus’ (p. 470), in that in an unregulated marketisation con-
text, one that values school choice and school autonomy, there is an expectation that 
school principals will apply for competitive funding grants. Principal Mark speaks 
to this expectation, in relation to capital funding:

We had a retaining wall that needed a lot of work, and it was about $100,000 
job, and [the Department] allocated $4,000 to it. And that’s common across 
all schools. So, you have to apply for these grants to try and get the big jobs 
done and top up the money. Because you don’t have enough money in your 
school budget. [Mark, primary school principal, Victoria. Advantaged student 
cohort.]

In this particular instance, Mark is engaging in competitive funding applications 
from the state government for what many would consider a fundamental capital pro-
ject (a retaining wall) and competing with all other public schools across the state. 
Clearly this is anchored within a funding shortfall, and as common for all interview-
ees, a perceived deficit in capital funding to improve school infrastructure. It pro-
voked school principals to take on additional labour to generate more capital fund-
ing for their school infrastructure, fundamentally reconfiguring their role as school 
leader to include the responsibility of chief grant applier.
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The increase of ‘red tape’ and paperwork

In a similar way to previous studies of autonomous school settings and the 
increase of workload for both teachers and principals (Fitzgerald et al., 2018; Nie-
sche et al., 2023), the interviewees report an intensification of paperwork; how-
ever, one of the major sources of paperwork in this study was the labour involved 
in generating additional revenue and funding for their schools through competi-
tive grant applications. Tom expands on this, with a significant emphasis on time:

Yeah, it’s time… [applying for the grants is] a lot of time because yeah, 
you’ve just got to give up lots of time. And because they’re all different, they 
all generally have different requirements... They all have different layers of, 
I’m going to say, red tape in them. And usually the larger the amount you 
apply for, the more red tape. [Tom, secondary school principal, Queensland. 
Disadvantaged cohort.]

As indicated by Tom, from a disadvantaged school in Queensland, as the size 
of the grant increased, so did the administrative burden. This sentiment was 
shared by other interviewees as well, who spoke about how applications involved 
a great deal of bureaucratic ‘red tape’ (Gavin & Stacey, 2023). Tom continues to 
explain what some of the ‘red tape’ is caused by:

Some of this red tape relates to the differing requirements of the grant, 
which may demand soil reports, insurance advice, flood mitigation exper-
tise, project management and legal expertise. [Tom, secondary school 
Queensland.]

Christopher, from a remote school in Queensland, concurred with the increased 
emphasis on ‘red tape’, saying that the applications involve ‘a shitload of bureau-
cratic red tape that you have to go through’ to acquire resources for his school 
(Christopher, combined school Queensland). However, Christopher was an outlier in 
some ways, showing higher levels of satisfaction in writing the grants, and was more 
at ease with this being part of his ‘core work’ as a school principal. Overall, only 
two interviewees, Christopher and Matthew from remote and highly disadvantaged 
schools in Queensland, shared this sentiment; however, Matthew acknowledged he 
did not write the grants himself (his Assistant Principal managed them). Further-
more, it is important to note that principals’ unease and dissatisfaction increased, the 
larger the competitive grant and bureaucratic requirements.

The contradictions of autonomous public schools

There were a number of contradictions of autonomous schooling contexts, par-
ticularly as they arose within an under-funded context: principals were tasked 
with reconfiguring their existing budgets, and were autonomous in this respect, 
but were also held to account in a number of different ways, and often with what 
they perceived as punishing outcomes.
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The majority of interviewed school principals experienced funding as far from 
flexible or ‘needs-based’. For example, many principals expressed that they were 
‘not allowed to save money from year to year’, especially if it was government-
funding (rather than parent-generated or private funding); and whilst technically 
this is not true, as explained by participants, the overriding point was a fear of 
risky, punitive outcomes if they did, as Mark explains:

Yes, you can save [money]. You can leave money there. [But] If you do leave 
money in your accounts, you’re at risk that the Department will take it off you, 
or
they won’t provide you with … extra money because they’ll say, “You’ve 
already got $500,000 reserve.” [Mark, primary school principal, Victoria. 
Advantaged student cohort.]

Jason expanded on this,

[When applying for grants, you have to know] what the Department will be 
looking for. So particularly those facilities ones, like putting evidence in – 
including evidence to prove that you are expending all of your facilities budg-
ets that the Department provides. There’s a big one around at the moment – 
and I don’t know if anyone’s spoken about this with you – but it’s about the 
amount of money that schools have sitting in their bank accounts. And that’s 
often where you’ll get push back from the Department. [Jason, primary school 
principal, Victoria. Advantaged school cohort.]

When asking him what he meant by the ‘push back’, Jason continued:

…. often the Department will push back facilities [competitive applications] to 
say, “You’ve got the money in the bank to be able to do that project.” Which, 
“Yes, fine. But here’s what” – being able to write back and say, “Yes, I do. But 
this is where the money is allocated for. It’s budgeted for. It’s for this purpose.” 
[Jason, primary school principal, Victoria. Advantaged school cohort.]

As Jason explains, and a common experience for the interviewed school princi-
pals, was the paradox of being both responsible for their budget, but equally con-
strained. When looking to make autonomous decisions that would benefit their 
school community, such as saving excess funds (often for larger projects, e.g. sport-
ing infrastructure, or buildings), they perceived a disciplinary managerial reaction 
from the central authority. This suggested a perverse responsibilisation of school 
funding, coupled with a punitive regulatory and accountability environment.

The responsibilisation of school funding

The responsibilisation of school funding in autonomous public schools was per-
haps best captured by Joe, a principal at a high-SES primary school in Victoria, 
who discussed at length his aging portable classrooms, which require fresh painting 
and carpets. What concerns him most, however, are the windows in the portable 
classrooms, which cannot be opened safely as they are ‘very old’ sash-windows that 
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can suddenly fall closed. This presents a safety risk in the primary school, as they 
can act as a type of guillotine and could ‘take someone’s hand off’ [Joe]. The cost 
of fixing these windows doesn’t fit into his regular annual budget, and so each year, 
he resorts to applying for competitive grants from the Department, only to be unsuc-
cessful each year (feedback is not provided on why).

In the course of his busy day as a principal, Joe resorts to posting numerous 
signs next to the windows and asking one of the parents at the school to nail 
the windows down. But he finds that occasionally, despite his best efforts, a 
casual teacher or someone unfamiliar with the school, manages to open one of 
the windows (presumably, to bring fresh air into the classroom). He laments this 
situation:

I mean you would think… the Department is very risk adverse. Right? And 
we have done everything we can to keep the windows safe and secure but 
just imagine if something bad happened. Then that would be my fault. It 
would be my responsibility. [Joe, primary school principal, Victoria. Advan-
taged school cohort.]

This points to the tensions of autonomous public schools: on one hand, Joe 
experiences systemic responsibilities to be compliant within what he later 
describes as excessive auditing practices, but on the other, the auditing prac-
tices do not facilitate a supportive funding environment in which his infrastruc-
ture requirements are met. Like many interviewed principals, they struggled to 
acquire adequate funding to meet compliance regulations as determined by the 
state. Furthermore, many discuss how this led to excessive amounts of pressure 
and workload, experiencing this as a type of personal responsibility—‘it would 
be my responsibility’—within a system that values managerialism and performa-
tivity (Ball, 2003; Niesche, 2013), encouraging school leaders to be like CEO’s 
(Gobby et  al., 2018). Problems are constructed as ‘individual problems rather 
than systemic problems’ (Niesche et al., 2023, p. 1271).

For instance, Tom expressed what he saw as a consistent misalignment 
between the imposed performativities of the state, that is, how he is judged and 
assessed, with the funding he actually received:

The Department will introduce a strategy … like literacy or student well-
being… and go, “Hey look, this is really important. Do these things.” But 
there’s no funds or resourcing to go with it. [Tom, secondary school princi-
pal, Queensland. Disadvantaged cohort.]

This is a common theme amongst the interviewed principals, as they perceived 
the central authority imposing certain demands, conditions and standards, but 
without the enabling supports for these conditions. The ‘lack of funds’ to support 
autonomy is expressed by participants, a theme also reiterated by Niesche et al. 
(2023). The contradictions of autonomous public schools in an under-funded con-
text are positioned side-by-side in this instance. A school is hardly ‘free’ to exer-
cise autonomy or be self-managing when starved of funds.
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Conclusion

This paper examined competitive grants for public schools, as a form of addi-
tional funding from the government. Drawing on interviews with eighteen pub-
lic school principals, it provided initial insights into the systemic implications 
of public school principals engaging in time- and labour-intensive practices of 
sourcing additional funding via competitive grant applications, in the context of 
autonomous and under-funded public schools.

Autonomous public schools construct paradoxical points of pressure (Gobby, 
2013; Gobby et  al., 2018; Holloway & Keddie, 2020; Keddie, 2016), particularly 
when they are under-funded. Principals are simultaneously free on one hand to 
generate additional funds and be entrepreneurial, while also beholden to generat-
ing additional funds, constraining and limiting their time and resources. This was 
a common sentiment and the majority of interviewed principals spoke to this per-
ceived sense of responsibility to generate additional funds. This labour was clearly 
exacerbated by funding deficiencies and shortfalls, which related to multiple pro-
jects including school infrastructure and student wellbeing programs.

There were ambivalences however, in that some principals’ sense of unease and 
dissatisfaction grew with the size of the grant and the increased ‘red tape’ or bureaucratic 
burden. Overall, principals reported high levels of paperwork and red tape (Fitzgerald 
et al., 2018; Gavin & Stacey, 2023; Niesche et al., 2023), and in this study, the increased 
red tape was primarily located within the numerous applications for competitive funding 
from the government. Furthermore, their capacities to make autonomous decisions were 
constrained to some extent. Despite operating in so-called autonomous and decentralised 
contexts, interviewees reported a perception of punitive or punishing outcomes when 
making self-managing decisions with their budgets (e.g. saving additional money in the 
budget for capital projects, which were insufficiently funded by the state).

Competitive grant applications were anchored within, and driven by, systemic-wide 
inequity in school funding. The majority of school principals reported significant fund-
ing shortfalls, which prompted and propelled their competitive grant writing labour. The 
funding they were applying for was to pay for projects or services that might be consid-
ered rudimentary, such as school infrastructure for functioning toilets, roofs, retaining 
walls and the like; so too, they were applying for disability supports grants, and wellbeing 
projects for their students. These are resources that ideally would be considered funda-
mental within public education. Arguably, and as other scholars have pointed to, ensuring 
that public schools are well-funded and resourced is important for broader societal equity 
and mobility (Connell, 2013; Mills et al., 2022; OECD, 2011; Perry, 2009).

In the interviews, the funding system was described as adversarial, competitive 
and punitive in its approach. The competitive applications increased and intensi-
fied principals’ workload, as interviewees were investing considerable personal and 
professional time into applications, and the majority of principals felt this detracted 
from their core work as school principal. Albeit this was an ambivalent position 
because many believed it was necessary to maintain their school competitiveness 
within the market, presenting a ‘double bind’ (Le Feuvre et al., 2023). For many it 
was ‘a part of the job’, whilst simultaneously questioning why they needed to engage 
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in highly competitive applications for services or projects that should be considered 
basic or rudimentary. The competitive grant writing is, we argue, critically reshap-
ing their role as an educator and school leader, in detrimental ways, particularly in 
the context of autonomous and under-funded public schools.
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