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P O S I T I O N  P A P E R

 REDUCING RED TAPE IN AUSTRALIAN PRIMARY  
 SCHOOLS: A SHIFT TOWARD EFFICIENCY AND TRUST  

INTRODUCTION

The administrative burden on Australian primary 
school teachers and leaders has escalated, diverting 
valuable time and resources away from teaching and 
learning. Reports from the Australian Institute for 
Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL, 2020)1 and 
the Queensland Department of Education (2025)2 
and input from educational experts at the recent 
APPA Educational Summit, highlight the urgent 
need to streamline compliance and administrative 
processes. This position paper argues for a paradigm 
shift, moving from a compliance-driven system to 
a trust-based framework, supported by strategic 
guardrails to ensure accountability and equity. In 
reducing red tape, Australian schools can refocus on 
what matters most: improving student outcomes 
through high-impact teaching and learning.

THE BURDEN OF COMPLIANCE

AITSL’s Shifting the Balance report (2020) identifies 
excessive administrative tasks as a key barrier 
to effective teaching. Educators are increasingly 
burdened by repetitive data entry, rigid templates, 
and complex documentation requirements, often 
without a clear link to student outcomes.

A recent APPA survey (2024) found that most 
primary principals spend between 61% and 80% of 
their work week on administration and compliance. 
This cumulative load is significantly reducing time 
for instructional leadership and student support.

Key pressure points identified by school leaders 
include:

	» Extensive documentation for student wellbeing 
and behaviour management

	» Procedural requirements for excursions and 
camps, often governed by duplicative and 
inflexible processes

While risk and compliance are essential, their 
current implementation is inefficient and 
contributes to staff burnout.

A PARADIGM SHIFT:  
TRUST OVER COMPLIANCE

To meaningfully reduce red tape, the education 
system must transition from rigid proceduralism 
to a model that empowers educators and respects 
their expertise. This requires structural and cultural 
change: simplifying systems, decentralising 
authority, and using technology as a tool for 
efficiency rather than surveillance. ▶

KEY CHALLENGES

1	 �Duplication of Reporting 
Schools are frequently required 
to submit the same or similar 
data to multiple agencies. This 
redundancy creates additional work 
without adding value or improving 
educational outcomes.

2	 �Rigid Bureaucratic Processes 
Many compliance systems apply 
uniform rules to all schools, regardless 
of context. State and Federal rulings 
vary and often contradict or duplicate. 
This limits responsiveness and creates 
inefficiencies in schools with different 
needs and capacities.

3	 �Limited Local Autonomy 
School leaders often report being 
unable to adapt procedures to suit 
their local communities due to overly 
prescriptive mandates, undermining 
professional judgment.

These challenges are symptoms of a broader 
systemic issue: a culture of distrust that 
prioritises evidencing compliance over 
enabling effective teaching.
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GUARDRAILS FOR ACCOUNTABILITY

Shifting toward trust does not mean eliminating 
oversight. Accountability mechanisms must remain, 
but should support, not hinder, professional practice.

	» Targeted, Periodic Audits: Audits should focus 
on key indicators and be conducted periodically 
rather than continuously. This approach balances 
transparency with practicality.

	» Consolidated Reporting Platforms: A single 
portal for data submission would streamline 
reporting, reduce duplication, and enable greater 
consistency across jurisdictions.

	» Collaborative Policy Design: Compliance 
frameworks should be co-designed with 
educators, school leaders, and policy-
makers to ensure relevance, feasibility, and 
shared ownership.

These measures reinforce trust by ensuring 
consistency and fairness, without unnecessary 
micromanagement.

EMPOWERING SCHOOL LEADERS

Reducing red tape requires a reimagining of 
leadership roles. Principals must be supported and 
trusted to lead instructional improvement rather 
than to administer compliance. APPA encourages 
this shift, suggesting that school leaders be equipped 
with the flexibility and authority to manage school 
operations in ways that prioritise learning outcomes.

Key reforms include:

	» Allowing leaders to adapt or temporarily suspend 
administrative processes during peak periods 
(e.g., reporting cycles)

	» Providing targeted professional learning to help 
leaders navigate complexity with clarity and 
confidence

	» Recognising and rewarding schools that innovate 
in reducing administrative burden without 
compromising quality

In addition, the growing compliance burden in 
primary schools over the past decade has not been 
matched by an increase in staffing. If red tape is 
deemed essential, it must be accompanied by the 
human resources required to manage it. Only then will 
school leaders see a genuine commitment to reducing 
workload and improving job satisfaction, both critical 
to sustaining a strong and stable workforce.

CONCLUSION

Reducing red tape in Australian primary schools is 
not merely a question of cutting paperwork; it is 
about restoring trust in the professional expertise 
of leaders and educators. Through decentralised 
decision-making, risk-based regulation, digital 
integration, and collaborative accountability, 
the education system can shift from a culture 
of compliance to one of trust, underpinned by 
appropriate guardrails. The AITSL (2020) and 
Queensland Department of Education (2025) reports 
provide a clear mandate for this transformation. 
Implemented systemically, these reforms will allow 
educators to focus on their core mission: teaching, 
leading, and helping every student thrive.
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PRINCIPLES OF A TRUST-BASED 
FRAMEWORK

»	�Decentralised Decision-Making 
Schools should be granted greater 
autonomy to interpret and implement 
compliance measures. Clear guidelines 
can replace detailed prescriptions, 
allowing leaders to tailor their practices 
to local needs.

»	�Risk-Based Regulation 
Oversight should be proportional. High-
risk areas may warrant closer scrutiny, 
while low-risk areas can be managed 
with simplified processes.

»	�Technology-Driven Solutions 
Integrated digital systems can eliminate 
duplication, automate low-risk reporting, 
and reduce reliance on manual data entry.

»	�Recognition of Professional Expertise 
Educators must be trusted as professionals 
capable of self-regulation within clear 
ethical and operational standards. This 
is aligned with AITSL’s (2020) call for 
greater emphasis on evidence-informed 
professional judgment.
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