A PPA Australian Primary Principals Association

POSITION P APER

PROFESSIONAL SUPERVISION FOR

SCHOOL LEADERS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Australian Primary Principals Association
(APPA) advocates for the implementation of
professional supervision and support systems
for school leaders. This approach addresses
the growing challenges facing principals,
including high stress levels, exposure

to traumatic events, and the increasing
complexity of their roles. Supporting school
leaders’ mental health and wellbeing is not
just a matter of care but a strategic imperative
that directly impacts staff wellbeing and,
consequently, student outcomes.

Evidence demonstrates that proactive,
preventative, and responsive programs
tailored to the unique needs of school leaders
can significantly improve their effectiveness,
resilience, and overall job satisfaction. APPA
calls for systemic investment in professional
supervision frameworks, integrated support
teams, and tailored initiatives for high-risk
cohorts to ensure principals are well-equipped
to lead thriving school communities.

The principal role is marked
by high exposure to challenging
interactions, including conflicts,
critical incidents, and community
crises. Despite these challenges,
principals currently lack access to
professional supervision—a widely
adopted framework in allied
health professions.

THE CASE FOR ACTION

Mental Health and Wellbeing of School Leaders

Research consistently indicates a significant
relationship between school staff well-being

and student outcomes. To ensure principals lead
effectively, their mental health must be prioritised
through preventative, early intervention, and
responsive programs. A strong narrative from the top,
emphasising care and mental health, underscores
the importance of accessible and quality-assured
support services that deliver measurable outcomes.

Unique Challenges of the Principal Role

The principal role is marked by high exposure

to challenging interactions, including conflicts,
critical incidents, and community crises. Despite
these challenges, principals currently lack access
to professional supervision—a widely adopted
framework in allied health professions. Reflective
supervision, coaching, and integrated support
systems are necessary to maintain their health and
wellbeing while enabling them to navigate the
complexities of their roles effectively.

PROPOSED INITIATIVES

Integrated Team Around the Principal

» Streamlined Access to Support: Reduce the
number of steps required to access help, ensuring
prompt and efficient resolution of issues.

» Trauma-Informed Responses: Embed trauma-
informed practices into principal support systems
to address the impact of critical incidents.

» Professional and Executive Coaching: Allocate
$2,200 per school leader annually (CPI adjusted)
for professional coaching, supported by high-
level system endorsement. Provide this to schools
directly and in addition to a leader’s professional
learning budget. »
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Reflective Supervision Framework

Reflective supervision for school leaders is akin

to clinical supervision for psychologists. In both
contexts, the focus is on providing a structured,
supportive environment for reflective practice,
emotional resilience, and professional growth. For
principals, this involves:

» Dedicated Time for Reflection: Just as clinical
supervision allows psychologists to debrief and
reflect on complex cases, principal supervision
provides school leaders with opportunities to
process challenging interactions and decisions.

» Expert Guidance: Supervision is led by trained
professionals who understand the unique
demands of school leadership, such as navigating
trauma, resolving conflicts, and maintaining
community relationships.

» Proactive and Restorative Support: Like clinical
supervision, principal supervision helps to prevent
burnout, foster resilience, and promote effective
leadership practices.

THIS FRAMEWORK IS PARTICULARLY
VITAL IN HIGH-RISK COHORTS:

» Low SES Communities: Address the compounded
challenges of socio-economic disadvantage.

» Rural and Remote Schools: Provide targeted
support for isolated or single leadership roles.

» Crisis-Affected Communities: Offer additional
resources for schools recovering from
events such as deaths, natural disasters, or
significant disruptions.

» Data-Driven Targeting: Use evidence, such
as community risk profiles, to prioritise
supervision support.

CONCLUSION

Investing in the mental health and wellbeing of
school leaders is a critical step toward building
resilient, high-performing educational communities.
APPA calls for professional supervision, integrated
support systems, and targeted programs that can
transform the way school leaders navigate their
roles and maintain their wellbeing, ensuring they
are equipped to lead with confidence and care.

APPA stands ready to advocate for and support
these initiatives, ensuring the sustainability and
success of Australian primary school leadership.

RECOMMENDATIONS

APPA advocates for the following.

» Systemic investment in professional
supervision
Allocate resources for reflective supervision
programs tailored to the unique challenges
of school leadership.

» Integrated support teams
Establish multidisciplinary teams around
principals to provide seamless and
efficient access to support and reduce
administrative burdens.

» A national strategy for leadership
preparation
Develop a unified approach to mental
health prevention and support for school
leaders, including strategies for personal
agency and resilience.

» Expanded research and data utilisation
Continue to invest in research that informs
the development of effective support
frameworks, ensuring initiatives are
evidence-based and impactful.

» Adoption of best practices
Learn from successful models in other
states and countries to create a robust
support system for Australian principals.

Research and Evidence

» APPA/ACU Research: Ongoing research on how
offensive behaviours impact school leaders’
productivity will provide valuable insights and
inform further initiatives.!

» Employee Assistance Program (EAP) Data:
Leveraging EAP usage data to identify trends,
themes, and cohort-specific needs will enhance
the design of support programs.?

1 ‘Violence escalates and mental health suffers but principals

remain resilient.” ACU News. https://Awww.acu.edu.au/about-acu/
news/2024/march/violence-escalates-and-mental-health-suffers-
but-principals-remain-resilient

2 ‘Understanding average EAP utilisation rates: traditional vs.
alternative Employee Assistance Programs.’ Sonder.
https://sonder.io/eap-hub/average-eap-utilisation-rates/
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