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Audit snapshot 
Is the Department of Education (the department) protecting the health and wellbeing of 
its school principals?  
Why this audit is important 
As their employer, the department 
is responsible for protecting the 
health and wellbeing of all 
government school employees, 
including school principals, so far as 
is reasonably practicable. 
Principals experience worse health 
and wellbeing outcomes than the 
general population, especially 
relating to stress, burnout and 
sleeping troubles. They also 
experience mental injury more 
often than other school staff. 

Who and what we examined 
We examined whether: 
 principals’ health and wellbeing

outcomes were improving over
time

 the department was proactively
identifying and addressing the
root causes of poor principal
health and wellbeing

 the department was monitoring,
evaluating and reporting
outcomes.

What we concluded 
The department is not effectively 
protecting the health and wellbeing 
of its school principals. 
The department has identified the 
key challenges that principals face. 
It has developed numerous 
strategies and initiatives to address 
them. Many principals use and 
appreciate these services.  
However, they have not improved 
principals' health and wellbeing. 

The department needs to do more 
to reduce principal workload if it is 
to achieve better outcomes. 
The department also needs to 
better monitor, evaluate and report 
on those outcomes. It will then 
better understand principals’ health 
and wellbeing and whether its 
initiatives are leading to desired 
outcomes. 

What we recommended 
We made 3 recommendations to 
the department to: 
 further reduce principal

workload
 better monitor, evaluate and

report on principal health and
wellbeing outcomes.

Key facts 

Source: VAGO, based on department and Australian Catholic University data. 
Note: principal-class employees include principals, assistant principals and liaison principals. 
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What we found and recommend 

We consulted with the Department of Education (the department) 
and considered its views when reaching our conclusions. The 
department’s full response is in Appendix A.  

Background: Principals’ health and wellbeing outcomes 
The term ‘principals’ used throughout the report refers to Victorian government 
school principal-class employees (principals, assistant principals and liaison principals) 
unless otherwise stated.  

Principals experience worse health and wellbeing outcomes than the general 
population. They also experience more mental injuries than other school staff. 

Workload is the most significant cause of poor principal health 
and wellbeing 
Principals reported working an average of 55 hours per week during school term and 
21 hours per week during school holidays in 2022. Averaged over a year, they 
reported working 94 hours per fortnight – 18 hours more than their ‘ordinary hours of 
work’. There has been no material change in working hours since at least 2015.   

WorkSafe Victoria (WorkSafe) maintains that working long hours can increase a 
person’s risk of heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, burnout, depression and 
anxiety. Principals’ long working hours correlate strongly with their high levels of 
stress, burnout and sleeping troubles compared to the general population. The lack of 
change in their working hours correlates with the trend in their health and wellbeing 
outcomes. 

The department’s initiatives are not improving principal health 
and wellbeing outcomes 
In its Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21 (PHWB Strategy) and advice to 
government during the same period, the department established a set of outcomes 
to assess whether its initiatives were working. 

The department stated that the initiatives would work at 2 levels: 



3 | Principal Health and Wellbeing | Victorian Auditor-General´s Report 

At the individual level, the 
department stated it would … 

At the organisational level, the 
department stated it would …  

 minimise the sources of stress for
principals

 improve principals’ perceptions of
their health and wellbeing

 increase job satisfaction
 increase employee engagement.

 reduce workers compensation claims
 improve the rate of return to work

(RTW)
 reduce unplanned absenteeism
 reduce turnover rates
 improve the perceived attractiveness

of the principal role.

To improve principal health and wellbeing, the department has implemented 28 
initiatives since 2018 (and one in 2016) (listed in sections 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5). Despite its 
efforts and investment, principals’ outcomes have not improved.  

Additional measures of success  
During and after piloting the PHWB Strategy initiatives, the department identified 
other indicators that it believed would demonstrate success. These included: 

 principals being more willing to seek health and wellbeing support
 improved trust between the department, regions and principals
 the department developing a strong service culture.

The department needs to do more to reduce principals’ volume 
of work 
Of the department’s 29 initiatives, 22 aim to reduce principal workload. Nearly all 
focus on increasing principals’ efficiency in undertaking required tasks rather than on 
reducing the volume of work. 

Principals have welcomed the increased efficiencies, such as advice, templates, and 
streamlined systems and processes. In particular, they like initiatives such as the 
School Policy Templates Portal, the Policy and Advisory Library, the Complex Matters 
Support Team and the Principal Advisory Service.  

The department should continue to identify and implement such initiatives. However, 
if it is to improve principals’ health and wellbeing the department needs to do more 
to reduce their volume of work. 

Initiatives to reduce workload 
The department needs to provide resources that undertake work on the principal’s 
behalf. The principal would continue to be accountable for the work. 

The department has made some progress here, especially with 2 initiatives: 

 The Organisation Design Guide (2016) aims to support principals to review and
revise school structures and delegate more of their work to support staff (such as
assistant principals, business managers and leading teachers).
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 The opt-in School Administration Support Hub (SASH) gives small schools
(enrolments under 200) finance and human resources (HR) support. It expands on
the previous Local Administration Bureau (LAB).

To meaningfully reduce principal workload the department needs to increase access 
and support for these initiatives. 

Recommendations about reducing principal workload 
We recommend that the: Response 
Department of 
Education  

1. progressively rolls out an opt-in organisational design
implementation project that:
 provides intensive support to school leadership teams, such

as through coaching, advice and feedback, to implement
organisational design changes

 ensures time is available for school leadership teams to
participate in the project

 communicates to school councils and communities the
benefits of organisational design and the need to allocate
funding to it

 uses lessons from the early implementation to inform
whether, and how, the changes are rolled out statewide.

(See Section 3.5) 

Accepted in principle 
by: Department of 
Education 

Department of 
Education 

2. uses the School Administration Support Hub, or a similar
approach, to support principals with administrative tasks by:
 progressively increasing its capacity and expanding access to

more schools (on an opt-in basis)
 progressively expanding its services in response to school

demand, and in consideration of other Department of
Education initiatives (to avoid duplication and maximise
efficiency and economies of scale)

 routinely monitoring, evaluating, and reporting on its
effectiveness in meeting principals’ needs and reducing their
workloads.

(See Section 3.5) 

Accepted by: 
Department of 
Education 

The department’s monitoring, evaluation and reporting  
The department can access the data it needs to monitor, evaluate and report on 
outcomes. As part of this audit, we were able to assess outcomes using this data. 

However, shortcomings in the department’s approach and processes mean it does 
not fully understand how principals are faring. It also does not know whether its 
initiatives are improving outcomes. 

Because the department … It cannot … 

 does not routinely monitor the
outcomes of its initiatives

 has not established baseline
levels for all its outcome
indicators

consistently measure progress over time 
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Because the department … It cannot … 

often monitors, evaluates and 
reports at an aggregate level  

isolate and identify the status of principals working 
in government schools. 
(For example, it may aggregate government and 
non-government school principals or all Victorian 
school staff.) 

does not sufficiently coordinate 
monitoring, evaluation and 
reporting activities  

compile an accurate and comprehensive picture of 
principal health and wellbeing 

does not monitor, evaluate or 
report on workload reduction 

determine the effectiveness of its workload 
reduction initiatives, even though the department 
identifies workload as a root cause of poor 
principal health and wellbeing. 

The department does evaluate and report on output data on individual initiatives, 
such as the: 

 number of principals using a service
 percentage of principals who are satisfied with a service.

It also commissioned 3 evaluations of its PHWB Strategy and employee wellbeing and 
operational policy (EWOP) reforms between 2019 and 2021. However, these 
evaluations drew on output data only. They did not evaluate or report on the 
individual- and organisational-level outcomes that the department committed to 
monitoring and reporting on. 

Recommendation about monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
We recommend that the: Response 
Department of 
Education 

3. develop and implement an evaluation framework that:
 monitors, evaluates, and reports on the following for Victorian

government school principals:
 number and types of workers compensation claims
 number and types of injuries that did not progress to an

approved workers compensation claim
 return-to-work rates
 sick leave
 attrition
 job application rates
 general health perception
 job satisfaction
 stress
 burnout
 depressive symptoms
 sleeping troubles

Accepted in principle 
by: Department of 
Education 
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We recommend that the: Response 
 sets a workload reduction target for principals, including a

timeframe for its achievement, and monitors, evaluates
and reports against it

 monitors, evaluates and reports on principals’ average
weekly working hours, and the Australian Catholic
University’s ‘quantitative demands’ and ‘work pace’
measures

 addresses issues in its current datasets to allow it to
accurately monitor outcomes, including by monitoring
the number of principals who leave their principalships to
take up other roles in the department

 reports progress against the achievement of the
outcomes to principals at least annually.

(see Section 4) 
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1. 
Audit context 

School principals are key to creating teaching and learning 
environments that enable positive student outcomes. Their health 
and wellbeing is critical to ensuring that they can perform their 
roles effectively. 
Principals experience worse health and wellbeing outcomes than 
the general population, including higher stress, burnout and 
sleeping troubles. They also experience a higher incidence of 
mental injury than other school staff. 
The department employs principals and is responsible for 
government schools. It has a responsibility to protect principals’ 
health and wellbeing so far as is reasonably practicable.  
Since 2018, the department has implemented 28 initiatives that 
aim to improve principals’ health and wellbeing.  

In this section 
 The role of principals
 Principals’ health and wellbeing
 Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21
 Safe and Well in Education Strategy 2019–24
 Other workload reduction and principal support initiatives
 The department’s principal health and wellbeing outcomes.
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1.1 The role of principals 
Principals have complex and demanding leadership roles. Their core accountabilities 
distinguish their work from that of other employees in education. These 
accountabilities are to: 

 ensure the delivery of a comprehensive, high-quality education program to all
students

 provide a child-safe environment in accordance with the Child Safe Standards
 be the executive officer of the school council
 implement the decisions of the school council
 establish and manage financial systems in accordance with department and

school council requirements
 represent the department in the school and local community
 contribute to system-wide activities, including policy and strategic planning and

development
 effectively manage and integrate the resources available to the school
 appropriately involve staff, students and the community in the development,

implementation and review of school policies, programs and operations
 report to the department, school community, parents and students on the

achievements of the school and of individual students as appropriate
 comply with regulatory and legislative requirements and department policies and

procedures.

There are 3,424 principal-class employees (1,477 principals, 1,947 assistant principals) 
working across 1,557 government schools in Victoria (as of June 2022). They are 
responsible for the safety and wellbeing, and academic and professional performance 
of more than 645,400 full-time equivalent students and 51,920 teaching staff.  

The department funds, administers and regulates the government school system. This 
includes employing and managing principals. 

1.2 Principals’ health and wellbeing 
Principals experience worse health and wellbeing outcomes than the general 
population, especially relating to stress, burnout and sleeping troubles. They also 
experience a higher incidence of mental injuries than other school staff, with mental 
injury, on average, making up 48 per cent of principals’ workers compensation claims. 
This is compared to 29 per cent and 20 per cent for teachers and non-teaching school 
staff, respectively. 

Poor principal health and wellbeing can adversely affect students’ experiences, 
development and achievement by impacting their schools’ teaching and learning 
environments. It can also increase financial, social and psychological costs, as unwell 
principals may be more likely to take unplanned leave, claim compensation, resign or 
retire early.  
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1.3 Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21 
The department recognised principal health and wellbeing as an issue in its 2017 
Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy: Discussion Paper. The discussion paper drew 
on principals’ workers compensation claims data, and data from the Australian 
Catholic University’s (ACU) annual Australian Principal Occupational Health, Safety and 
Wellbeing Survey (National Principal Survey). It highlighted principals’ poorer health 
and wellbeing relative to the general population and other department staff. 

The department began advising government of principals’ relatively poorer health 
and wellbeing at least as early as 2018. It said that, compared to the general 
population, principals experience higher: 

 job demands (1.5 times higher)
 emotional demands (1.7 times higher)
 emotional labour demands (1.7 times higher)
 burnout (1.6 times higher)
 stress symptoms (1.7 times higher)
 difficulty sleeping (2.2 times higher)
 cognitive stress (1.5 times higher)
 somatic symptoms (1.3 times higher)
 depressive symptoms (1.3 times higher)
It noted that 2.9 per cent of principals reported thoughts of self-harm.

In response to the poorer health and wellbeing outcomes experienced by principals, 
and following consultation on its discussion paper, the department developed its 
PHWB Strategy. This aimed to protect, promote and address mental and physical 
health and wellbeing outcomes for all Victorian principals. The PHWB Strategy aligns 
with the whole of Victorian Government (WoVG) Mental Health and Wellbeing Charter 
that was launched by the department in March 2017. 

The department co-designed the PHWB Strategy with principals, principal peak 
associations, unions, academics and organisational psychologists. It drew on a range 
of literature, including the National Standard of Canada for Psychological Health and 
Safety in the Workplace.  

The PHWB Strategy was released in May 2018 with a first-year investment of just over 
$5 million to deliver 7 key pilot initiatives: 

PHWB Strategy 
initiatives were … Which aimed to … 

School Policy Templates 
Portal 

reduce workload by providing template policies and 
practical guidance to support school compliance 
requirements 

Principal Mentoring 
Program 

reduce isolation and build social capital 

Principal Health Checks provide free and confidential proactive health 
consultations with general practitioners 
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PHWB Strategy 
initiatives were … Which aimed to … 

Complex Matters 
Support Team (CMST) 

minimise workloads and stress associated with 
managing and responding to complex cases 

Early Intervention 
Program 

give principals access to proactive professional support 
to prevent health and wellbeing risks escalating 

Proactive Wellbeing 
Support 

provide the opportunity to debrief with experienced 
psychologists and provide check-ins for new principals 

Regional Capability 
Development 

upskill the department’s regional corporate staff so they 
are better equipped to support principals in 
understanding and accessing the PHWB Strategy’s 
services. 

1.4 Safe and Well in Education Strategy 2019–24 
In 2019, the department developed and implemented its Safe and Well in Education 
Strategy 2019–24 (SWE Strategy). This absorbed 6 of the PHWB Strategy’s 7 pilot 
initiatives (Regional Capability Development was discontinued). It added 2 new 
reform streams: 

 Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) and Workers Compensation Reforms
 Operational Policy Reforms.

Under the SWE Strategy:

Initiatives implemented include 
the … Which aims to … 

Policy and Advisory Library support schools to easily and quickly find all 
department policy and related operational guidance 
and resources that apply to government schools 

Employee Wellbeing Response 
Team 

coordinate support to schools in relation to complex 
and high-risk health, safety and wellbeing issues 

safety at work for school staff 
initiative 

 ensure that schools have the right systems and
processes in place when students or others present
with behaviours that are a safety risk

 implement strategies that minimise the risk of
psychological harm from behaviours that pose a risk
to school staff

regional OHS support officers provide practical advice and hands-on OHS support 
(including support in relation to interactions with 
WorkSafe) to all schools 
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Initiatives implemented include 
the … Which aims to … 

Intensive OHS Support Program provide schools with intensive and targeted OHS 
support on a risk and needs basis 

enhanced workers compensation 
administrative support 

reduce administrative burden by transitioning hard 
copy manual tasks to electronic processes 

Return to Work Coordinator Portal support principals with staff workers compensation 
claims management and RTW planning 

OHS management system review support schools to manage and implement effective 
systems of (psychological and physical) safety 

workers compensation dispute and 
resolution support 

provide increased support to schools for workers 
compensation complaint resolution and legal action 

eduSafe Plus deliver a single digital system for reporting and 
management of employee and student incidents, OHS 
and workers compensation management. 

1.5 Other workload reduction and principal support 
initiatives 

The department developed initiatives that were not part of the PHWB Strategy or 
SWE Strategy reforms. These were developed in response to identified need and 
principal feedback to reduce principal workload and enhance support to schools.  

Initiatives implemented or 
planned for implementation 
include the … Which aims to … 

Principal Advisory Service reduce administrative burden by providing a service for 
principals to contact to ask policy and operational 
questions and seek support with reviewing and drafting 
their local policy documentation 

school engagement function coordinate and assess communications from the 
department to schools, streamlining and reducing the 
volume of communications as well as applying a 
workload reduction and red tape lens 

audit coordination function coordinate school audits/reviews to avoid multiple 
audit and review activities within the same period 

new school compliance model and 
support 

provide a supportive model for assessing schools’ 
compliance with the minimum standards for school 
registration 
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Initiatives implemented or 
planned for implementation 
include the … Which aims to … 

OHS advisory service provide a telephone advisory service for support on the 
management of OHS issues, hazards, and risks 

Organisation Design Guide support principals to review and restructure teams, 
roles and responsibilities within the school with a view 
to delegating more work from the principal to support 
staff 

Small Schools Facilities and OHS 
Support Program 

support small rural and regional schools across Victoria 
with practical OHS and facilities support 

pre and post-OHS audit support provide audit support by OHS professionals to reduce 
principals’ administrative workload 

SASH (formerly Local 
Administration Bureau) 

provide support for small schools to reduce finance and 
HR administration workloads 

employee injury management 
framework and support 

to support schools with workers compensation injury 
management and claims management. This includes 
supporting principals with staff claims management 
and RTW planning 

School operations forward planner assist school leaders with workload management by 
detailing when operational and compliance tasks fall 
across the school year and allowing school leaders to 
track these tasks 

school workload impact 
assessment tool 

assist the department when designing new initiatives to 
consider school workload, systems, reporting and 
resourcing implications 

reform intensity mapping coordinate when reforms are reaching schools and 
what level of impact they have. 

1.6 The department’s principal health and wellbeing 
outcomes 

The department identified a range of outcomes that it said would determine the 
success of its initiatives. In its PHWB Strategy, it wrote: 

’How will we know we are achieving success over time? … The Department 
has developed a longer-term vision to evaluate both individual and 
organisational measures which have been linked to health and wellbeing. At 
the end of the three-year period [2018–21] we expect to see the extent to 
which these factors have improved to indicate an overall increase in 
principals’ health and wellbeing.’ 
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The individual and organisational indicators are listed in the ‘What we found and 
recommend’ section above. 

The department reiterated many of these outcomes in its advice to government 
between 2018 and 2021. It stated that its initiatives aimed to reduce the number and 
cost of principals’ workers compensation claims, reduce absenteeism, attrition and 
burnout, and improve principal recruitment and RTW rates. 

In 2019, the Victorian Government invested $51 million over 4 years and $16 million 
ongoing annually to improve principal health and wellbeing. 
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2. 
Principal health and wellbeing 
outcomes 

Conclusion 
Principal health and wellbeing outcomes have not improved since 
the department started implementing its initiatives in 2018.  
Victorian government school principals report similar outcomes to 
principals from Victorian non-government schools. Both report 
better health and wellbeing than government school principals in 
other states and territories. 

In this section 
 Principals appreciate the department’s health and wellbeing initiatives
 Principal health and wellbeing outcomes have not improved
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2.1 Principals appreciate the department’s health and 
wellbeing initiatives 

The department provides 29 services or resources that have aims that include 
improving principal health and wellbeing and targeting workload reduction.  

The department surveyed all its principals in 2018 and 2019–20 to understand their 
use of, and experiences with, the PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives. In 2021 and 2022, 
the department surveyed users of specific services about their experiences. The survey 
data shows that, of the principals that use the department’s services and resources, 
most appreciate them (service use is discussed further in Section 2.2): 

‘Well done! Lovely to know that our wellbeing is now being recognised as 
important/critical in order to better support the wellbeing of others.’  

‘Excellent to see the variety of programs and support for principals who have 
a very complex job.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

Between 2018 and 2022: 

 89 per cent of survey respondents indicated that the Early Intervention Program
had met their needs

 93 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the Proactive Wellbeing Support was
useful

 89 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the Principal Mentor Program had
reduced their feelings of isolation

 74 per cent indicated that their overall experience with principal health checks was
good or very good.

2.2 Principal health and wellbeing outcomes have not 
improved 

Victorian government school principals report similar results for health and wellbeing 
(such as general health perception, stress and burnout) and job satisfaction as 
Victorian non-government school principals. Both score consistently higher on these 
indicators than principals from government schools in other states and territories. 

However, all principals do significantly worse than the general population. 

The department notes that principals report being close to ‘a tipping point’ when it 
comes to managing their health and wellbeing. It advised government that without 
appropriate intervention, the department faces a high risk of failing to meet its legal 
and ethical responsibility to provide the school workforce with safe and healthy 
workplaces. 

It also advised government that there has been a steady increase in the number of 
principals’ OHS related work injury cases and increasing advocacy by the principal 
associations for the department to provide greater support for principals’ 
psychological and physical health and wellbeing. 
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Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
Since March 2020, Victorian government school principals have faced unique 
challenges, including:  

 multiple and extended lockdowns
 continuously transitioning between remote, hybrid and onsite learning
 supporting contact identification and notification
 managing COVID-19 safe protocols
 overseeing the wellbeing of their staff, students and school community
 workforce shortages due to staff illnesses and absences related to COVID-19

requirements.

The department suggests that these challenges would likely impact principal health 
and wellbeing, workload, turnover, job satisfaction and many other aspects of the 
role. The department also suggests that the lack of improvement in principals’ health 
and wellbeing outcomes between 2020 and 2022 is attributable to these factors.  

However, despite the challenges, principals reported their best health and wellbeing 
outcomes, and the lowest levels of workload pressures, in the 2 years most affected 
by COVID-19, 2020 and 2021. Victorian non-government school principals, who were 
equally affected by COVID-19, also show no deterioration in their health and 
wellbeing outcomes, and no increase in workload pressures, over the same period. 

Organisation-level outcomes 
Workers compensation claims have not reduced 
Figure 2A shows that there has been no sustained reduction since the department started implementing its 
initiatives in 2018 

Figure 2A: Annual workers compensation claims per 100 full-time equivalent staff, 2015–21 

Source: VAGO, based on WorkSafe claims data 2015–21. 
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There was a sharp reduction in compensation claims in 2020 across all cohorts. The 
reason for this is unclear. It may be linked to COVID-19 when staff were spending 
more time at home or otherwise away from colleagues and school communities. 
However, if this were the case, we would expect to see that trend continue in 2021, 
which was also affected by COVID-19. Given that it did not, it is difficult to identify the 
potential cause.  

The marginal improvement in principals’ claims in 2021 relative to their 2016–19 
average follows the same trend as the other cohorts. This means that the reduction is 
likely part of a broader trend and the department’s initiatives are unlikely to be 
responsible for it. 

Mental injury claims are significantly higher than for other school staff 
Figure 2B shows that mental injury was consistently the highest cause of principals’ 
workers compensation claims between 2015 and 2021. It made up almost half  
(48 per cent) of all claims.  

By comparison, mental injury makes up an average of 29 and 20 per cent of teachers’ 
and non-teaching school staff claims, respectively. 

Figure 2B: School staff workers compensation claims by injury type, 2015–21 

Source: VAGO, based on WorkSafe claims data 2015–21.  
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Figure 2C: Department staff median annual workers compensation leave days,  
2015–21 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s data 2015–21. 

Figure 2C shows that principals have, on average, the most annual workers 
compensation leave days. This is likely due to their higher incidence of mental injury. 
Cases of mental injury take longer on average to return to work than other injury 
types. 

RTW rates have not increased 
The department uses RTW within 6 months as one of its performance measures. 
Figure 2D shows that the percentage of principals returning to work within 6 months 
has remained steady over time (with annual fluctuations). 

Figure 2D: Principals’ RTW status based on paid leave days count, 2015–21 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s data 2015–21. 
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The department advises that there was greater complexity in RTW for principals 
during 2020 and 2021 due to COVID-19 disruptions. The department notes that 
returning a principal to work when they would have faced unprecedented challenges, 
such as the shift to remote teaching and learning, the increased need for principals to 
support student and staff wellbeing, and the need for principals to enforce 
vaccination requirements, could have been detrimental to their recovery, especially if 
they were suffering from mental injury.  

Sick leave has not decreased 
Figure 2E shows that principals’ sick leave (which the department labels ‘unplanned 
absenteeism’) remained steady over time, apart from the reduction in 2020. That may 
have been due to COVID-19, as discussed under Figure 2A. Principals’ sick leave 
followed a similar trend to the other cohorts, indicating that the department’s 
initiatives have had no influence on this outcome. 

Figure 2E: Sick leave days by all cohorts, FY 2014–15 to 2021–22 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s eduPay data, 2015–22. 

Principal attrition has not decreased 
Figure 2F shows principals’ attrition rate (net loss of staff, which the department calls 
turnover) declined by 2.1 per cent between 2018 and 2021. It increased again in 2022. 
Without a sustained decrease, and given that it follows a similar trend to that of 
teachers, we cannot link declining attrition to the department’s initiatives. This is 
especially so when all other indicators have remained steady.  
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Figure 2F: Attrition by all cohorts, FY 2015–16 to 2021–22 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s eduPay data, 2015–22. 

We note that the department’s principal attrition data does not include those who 
leave to take up another role within the department, such as a teaching role. This 
means the department’s principal attrition rates are understated. 

Principal role attractiveness has not increased 
Figure 2G shows that the median number of principal role applications has remained 
steady over time, except for the spike in 2020. This coincides with the outliers 
identified in other datasets and discussed under Figure 2A. 

Figure 2G: Median number of principal applications per vacancy, 2015–22 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s Recruitment Online data, 2015–22. 
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Job application rates considered alongside the steady attrition rates in Figure 2F 
indicate that principal role attractiveness has not improved. Principals VAGO spoke to, 
feedback provided to the ACU and the department’s analysis of the issue suggest that 
role attractiveness is, in fact, deteriorating. Experienced principals reported feeling 
that the role has changed over time, and that the role’s new requirements make it less 
attractive than when they had commenced their principalships. 

‘If I knew what I know now I wouldn’t have gone down this track [of 
becoming a principal] … due to [the] workload and mental health and stress 
on a daily basis, from managing expectations of families, also of community, 
society, and [the department].’  
(Principal feedback to VAGO 2022.) 

’We have four assistant principals and a lot of principal role opportunities, 
but no one wants to take it on – this has changed over the last few years.’  
(Principal feedback to VAGO 2022.) 

‘I believe the expectations of principals are ridiculously high and many of my 
colleagues are quite stressed and anxious. I will be retiring in the next couple 
of years, and I certainly would not like to be a beginning principal given the 
amount of work, expectation and accountability that the role demands.’  
(Victorian government school principal comment provided to the ACU’s 
National Principal Survey, 2021.) 

The department advised government in 2021 that the principal role was becoming 
less attractive and that workload and work–life balance were key contributing factors. 

Individual-level outcomes 
ACU’s National Principal Survey 
The ACU collects data on individual-level health and wellbeing outcomes for 
principals through its annual National Principal Survey. The survey began in 2011 and 
is the longest running survey of its type. It is also one of the most comprehensive 
longitudinal datasets of principal leadership across the world.  

The survey collects, analyses and reports on school and personal demographic 
information, as well as principals’ quality of life and psychosocial coping. We have 
used the ACU’s data to assess changes in principals’ individual-level health and 
wellbeing outcomes over time.   

Perceived health and wellbeing has not improved 
Figure 2H shows that principals’ perceived health and wellbeing has remained steady 
over time. 
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Figure 2H: Principals’ perceived health and wellbeing scores, 2015–22 

 
Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 

 

Figure 2I shows that principals’ health and wellbeing sub-indicators have also 
remained steady over time.  

 

Figure 2I: Principals’ health and wellbeing sub-indicators, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 
Note: ‘Self-efficacy’ and ‘general health perception’ are positive indicators (higher scores are better). The other 
indicators are negative (lower scores are better). 
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Victorian government school principals report similar scores for general health 
perception and health and wellbeing sub-indicators as Victorian non-government 
school principals. Both have consistently reported better scores across all health and 
wellbeing indicators than government school principals in other states and territories 
since at least 2015. 

Job satisfaction has not improved 
Figure 2J shows that there has been no material improvement in principals’ job 
satisfaction over time.  

 

Figure 2J: Principals’ job satisfaction scores, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 
 

Victorian government school principals report marginally lower job satisfaction than 
Victorian non-government school principals. Both have reported consistently better 
scores than government school principals from other states and territories. 
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related indicators. 
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Figure 2K: Principals’ employee engagement scores, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 

 

Figure 2K shows that principals’ employee engagement scores have remained steady 
over time. There is a marginal improvement of 2.6 points in ‘commitment to the 
workplace’ between 2017 and 2022, however the same trend applies to other 
principal cohorts (graphs not shown here). This means that the department’s 
initiatives are unlikely to be responsible for this. 

Additional indicators 
During and after piloting the PHWB Strategy initiatives, the department identified 
other measures that it believed would demonstrate success. These included: 

 greater willingness of principals to seek support to manage their health and 
wellbeing 

 improved trust between the department, regions and principals 
 the department developing a strong service culture. 

Willingness of principals to seek support has been mixed 
Service use data (see figures 2L, 2M and 2N) shows that 3 of 7 health and wellbeing 
and workload reduction initiatives have seen increased use: the Complex Matter 
Support Team, Policy and Advisory Library and Proactive Wellbeing Support, which 
increased with expanded eligibility. The others have remained stable.  
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Figure 2L: Quarterly principal health and wellbeing service use, 2017–18 to 2022–23 

 

Source: VAGO, based on the department’s services usage data, 2017–18 to 2022–23. 
Note: Complex Matters Support Team is a measure of the number of cases engaged. 
Early Intervention Program is a measure of the number of referrals made to the Program. 
Proactive Wellbeing Support is a measure of the number of completed sessions. 
Principal Mentoring Program is the number of ‘pairings’. 
Principal Health Checks is the number of checks performed. 
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Figure 2M: Quarterly School Policy Templates Portal page views, 2017–18 to 2022–23 

 

Source: VAGO, based on the department services usage data, 2017–18 to 2022–23. 

 

 

Figure 2N: Quarterly Policy and Advisory Library page views, 2020–21 to 2022–
23 

 

Source: VAGO, based on department data, 2020–21 to 2022–23. 

 

  

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

Q3
2017–18

Q1
2018–19

Q3
2018–19

Q1
2019–20

Q3
2019–20

Q1
2020–21

Q3
2020–21

Q1
2021–22

Q3
2021–22

Q1
2022–23

Q3
2022–23

0

500,000

1,000,000

1,500,000

2,000,000

2,500,000

Q1
2020–21

Q3
2020–21

Q1
2021–22

Q3
2021–22

Q1
2022–23

Q3
2022–23



27 | Principal Health and Wellbeing | Victorian Auditor-General´s Report 

A department-commissioned evaluation in 2021 noted that, ‘[the department] 
indicates some [services] are underutilised’. The evaluators cite as reasons for this: 

 a lack of time for principals to participate
 a prevailing culture within the principal-class that typically defaults to ‘shouldering

the load’ rather than seeking support
 principals’ sense of guilt accessing supports not readily available for many of their

staff who principals view as needing it more.

Principals VAGO spoke to also cited a lack of time to engage with these services. 

Trust between principals and the department  
There has been no material increase in trust between principals and the department. 

The department’s external evaluators found in 2021 that: 

’There is reportedly increased trust and confidence that [the department] is 
focused on supporting principals and school leaders in their role. Principals’ 
perspectives have shifted significantly to viewing ”central as a supportive 
body rather than the dark side”.’ 

The suggestion that the department’s initiatives have increased trust between the 
department and principals is not supported by ACU National Principal Survey data, as 
Figure 2O shows. 

Figure 2O: Trust between principals and their management, 2015–22 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 

Figure 2O shows that Victorian government school principals report a marginally 
lower level of trust than Victorian non-government school principals, and a marginally 
higher level of trust than other government school principals.  

The evaluation commissioned by the department bases its finding of increased trust 
on qualitative feedback from the principal associations and unions that it engaged 
with as part of its research. The survey data showing no increase is based on 
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responses from between 250 and 650 Victorian government school principals each 
year. 

The department’s service culture has improved 
The department has made strong progress in developing and delivering health and 
wellbeing services for principals. Principals have appreciated those services and made 
good use of them. 

 

Figure 2P: Number of times principals accessed health and wellbeing services 
between 2018 and 31 March 2023 

 
Source: VAGO, based on department figures. 
 

A department-commissioned evaluation of its PHWB Strategy published in 2019 
found that: 

‘Principals highlighted their satisfaction at the timely service they received 
through some of the initiatives, in particular from the [school] policy 
templates portal team and the complex matter [support] team.’ 

The department‘s 2021 evaluation also found that the department was making good 
progress in developing a strong service culture for principals: 

‘[The department] has made significant progress expanding the suite of 
services and initiatives available to principals and other school staff under the 
Reforms … In general, there is a view that there are now more supports 
provided that not only look after principal health, safety and wellbeing, but 
also provide principals with the knowledge and tools required to manage, 
support and help staff to cope more effectively with stressful conditions.’ 

The department’s improved service culture is supported by principal feedback, such 
as: 

‘… to know that this support for Principals is available is nothing short of 
amazing. Thanks again and really appreciate that the [department] have 
introduced this service, this is the kind of support we need.’ 
(Assistant principal feedback to the department on its Principal Advisory 
Service, 2021.) 

’We love PAL [Policy and Advisory Library]. It has been the best tool for 
schools to find the topic overview, policies and resources all together in one 
place. We consider PAL to be a single source of truth in front facing school 
land.’  

Service Number of times principals accessed service

Early Intervention Program Over 1,332

Principal Health Check 807

Proactive Wellbeing Support 499

Complex Matters Support Team 488

Principal Mentoring Program 407
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(Principal feedback to the department on its Policy and Advisory Library, 
2022.) 

The 28 initiatives the department has implemented since 2018 also demonstrate the 
improvement in its service culture. 
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3. 
Workload, health and wellbeing 

Conclusion 
Workload is the most significant cause of poor principal health 
and wellbeing. Administrative tasks, compliance obligations and 
government initiatives are disproportionately contributing to 
principals’ workloads. Many principals work long hours, which 
impacts their health and wellbeing and reduces their time for 
instructional leadership. 
The department identifies workload as a root cause of poorer 
principal health and wellbeing and has 22 initiatives in place to 
reduce it. Principals appreciate the services the department 
provides and have indicated that some save them time when 
undertaking particular tasks. 
The overall volume of principals’ work has not reduced. The 
department has attempted to address this through several 
initiatives, but more needs to be done if the department is to 
reduce workload to the extent needed to improve principals’ 
health and wellbeing. 

In this section 
 Workload is the most significant cause of poor principal health and wellbeing
 Workload is increasing
 Workload drivers and the department’s response
 Effectiveness of the department’s workload reduction initiatives
 Reducing the volume of principals’ work

Instructional leadership is a form 
of school leadership that places 
teaching and learning at the 
forefront of school decision 
making. It has an intentional focus 
and demonstrated impact on 
continuous improvement in quality 
teaching and learning.  
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3.1 Workload is the most significant cause of poor 
principal health and wellbeing 

Principals consistently identify workload as the most significant cause of their poorer 
health and wellbeing. They have communicated this in various ways: 

 directly to the department through surveys 
 to VAGO through focus groups 
 to department-commissioned evaluators 
 to principal peak associations and unions 
 to the ACU through its National Principal Survey. 

Comments include: 

‘Most of these [PHWB Strategy] initiatives address symptoms, not causes. If 
[the department] is serious about principal health and wellbeing, they really 
need to seriously address the real problem – WORKLOAD!!!'  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

‘There needs to be significant work done into Principal Workload, the 
principal cause of [a] significant proportion of Health and Wellbeing issues.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy initiatives, 2019.) 

In 2022, a sample of 258 principals ranked ‘sheer quantity of work’ as their number 
one source of stress, followed by 2 other sources that relate to workload: ‘lack of time 
to focus on teaching and learning’ and ‘government initiatives’ (see Figure 3A).  

The scores principals allocated to ‘sheer quantity of work’ increased marginally 
between 2021 and 2022. This suggests no reduction or improvement in workload (the 
ACU only started recording sources of stress from 2021). 

 

Figure 3A: Sources of stress for principals in Victorian government, other 
government, Victorian non-government and all schools in 2022 

Sources of stress 
Victorian 

government Rank 
Other 

government Rank 
Victorian non-
government Rank All Rank 

Sheer quantity of work  8.14 1 8.30 1 7.84 1 8.18 1 

Lack of time to focus on teaching 
and learning  

7.80 2 8.14 2 7.73 2 7.95 2 

Government initiatives 6.84 3 6.91 8 5.88 11 6.53 9 

Mental health issues of students 6.80 4 7.58 4 6.62 5 7.27 4 

Expectations of the employer 6.79 5 7.43 7 5.98 10 7.02 7 

Student-related issues 6.73 6 7.48 6 6.45 6 7.16 6 

Teacher shortages 6.71 7 7.67 3 6.90 4 7.33 3 

Mental health issues of staff 6.64 8 7.48 5 7.00 3 7.20 5 

Resourcing needs 6.44 9 6.78 10 6.00 9 6.52 10 

Parent-related issues 6.19 10 6.88 9 6.06 8 6.66 8 
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Sources of stress 
Victorian 

government Rank 
Other 

government Rank 
Victorian non-
government Rank All Rank 

Poorly performing staff 5.41 11 6.57 11 6.30 7 6.29 11 

Complaints management 5.07 12 5.88 12 4.94 13 5.60 12 

Critical incidents 4.97 13 5.63 13 4.64 15 5.35 13 

Financial management issues 4.82 14 4.80 16 4.97 12 4.82 16 

Lack of autonomy/authority 4.64 15 5.45 14 4.43 17 5.15 14 

Interpersonal conflicts 4.32 16 5.05 15 4.86 14 4.89 15 

Inability to get away from 
school/community 

4.13 17 4.49 17 4.53 16 4.58 17 

Declining enrolments 4.09 18 4.07 18 3.80 19 3.99 18 

Union/industrial disputes 3.54 19 3.48 19 3.95 18 3.47 19 
 
Source: ACU National Principal Survey 2022. 
 

The department identifies workload as a root cause of poor principal health and 
wellbeing through key documents, including its PHWB Strategy, Safe and Well in 
Education Strategy 2019–24 (SWE Strategy) and advice to government between 2018 
and 2021: 

‘The [PHWB] Strategy builds upon the work commenced by the new School 
Delivery Unit. The establishment of the unit acknowledges the workload 
pressures experienced by principals and represents a significant cultural 
shift.'  
(PHWB Strategy) 

In 2018, the department advised government that principals were reporting reaching 
a ‘tipping point’ in their efforts to manage their workload. The principals said it was 
having a detrimental impact on their health and wellbeing.  

The department advised government that these claims were supported by the steady 
increase in the number of principals’ OHS-related work injuries, as well as increasing 
advocacy from principal associations about principals’ workloads and their effect on 
health and wellbeing. 

The department is also aware of other causes of poor principal health and wellbeing, 
such as teacher shortages and mental health issues of students. The department is 
addressing these issues through programs and initiatives that sit outside its principal 
health and wellbeing initiatives. These include a ‘targeted initiative to attract more 
teachers’ and the Schools Mental Health Menu, which is a support program for 
students. 
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The department acknowledges that workload is the most significant cause of poor 
principal health and wellbeing. The department’s PHWB Strategy and SWE Strategy 
aim to reduce other risks to principal health and wellbeing such as work-related 
violence. They target key drivers of positive mental health, including: 

 psychological and social support 
 organisational culture 
 growth and development 
 physical safety. 

3.2  Workload is increasing 
Principals' official duties centre around 52 major accountabilities set out in Schedule B 
of their employment contracts. While Schedule B has not changed since 2016, 
principals report increases in specific components that contribute to their increasing 
workloads. These include: 

 increases in compliance requirements relating to OHS and workers compensation 
 increases in general administration 
 changing government and school community expectations around what a 

principal's role is.  

Some principals note that the increases in workload are occurring in areas that they 
consider to be 'low value-adding'. These take them away from their core, and most 
value-adding, responsibilities, such as instructional leadership. 

’Support is great to treat symptoms but the workload continues to increase 
and take me away from [my] core purpose – instructional leadership, thus 
the cause doesn't go away.ְ’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy initiatives, 2019.) 

‘Great [PHWB Strategy] initiatives but it is continuing increases in demand 
from [the department] in governance tasks that create stresses in the first 
place.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy initiatives, 2020.) 

The department acknowledges an increasing workload for principals. It advised 
government in 2018 that the number and complexity of incidents principals are 
required to report and manage has ‘increased vastly’ in recent years. It also advised 
that, at the same time, the administrative time associated with being accountable for 
staff and student health and safety has ‘increased exponentially’ for principals. 

The department advised government in 2018 that principals had been reporting 
increasing rates of physical and mental health-related harm. It noted that key 
contributing factors include: 

 the growing amount and severity of complex student behaviours 
 increased pressure from parents and advocates 
 managing growing student enrolments and corresponding staff numbers. 
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The health impact of a high workload 
In 2022, the ACU’s National Principal Survey found that principals worked an average 
of 55 hours per week during the school term and 21 hours per week during school 
holidays.  

When averaged over a year, principals reported working an average of 94 hours per 
fortnight. This is 18 hours per fortnight more than the ‘ordinary hours of work’ (76 
hours) for a full-time principal-class employee.  

WorkSafe notes that working long hours and/or an imbalance between the demands 
of someone’s job and the personal and work resources provided to support a person 
to manage these demands can result in work-related fatigue. Work-related fatigue 
can increase a person's risk of heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, burnout, 
depression and anxiety. 

Principals’ long working hours correlate strongly with their disproportionate 
experiences of burnout, sleeping troubles and stress compared to the general 
population. 

Principals have told VAGO, the ACU and the department about the impact of working 
long hours on their health and wellbeing: 

‘I would love the focus to be on reducing or managing workload. I find 
myself constantly struggling to get through everything and therefore 
working 12 hours per day (14 sometimes), 6 days per week.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

’Workload – how can I complete my role in 76 hours per fortnight?’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

‘I have real concerns about the direction of Principal Class roles and 
expectations on educators in general. In 20 years, the significant increase in 
workload, stress and emotional and physical demands to the role have come 
to a head. With Principal class working in excess of 60 hours a week and 
expected to work through holidays, it certainly makes it difficult to maintain 
both good physical and mental health...’ 
(Victorian principal comment provided to the ACU’s National Principal Survey 
2021.) 

The department is aware of the impact that workload can have on principals' health 
and wellbeing. It advised government in 2018 that over the preceding 5 years, 19 
principals were identified as a high risk for potential self-harm and/or had already 
self-harmed or been institutionalised. It advised government that this had been 
consistently raised as a matter of concern by all principal peak associations. 

In 2021, the department also advised government that there is emerging evidence 
about the impact of workload on psychological health and safety. It reported that 
WorkSafe considers workload to be a psychosocial factor causing workplace injury. 
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3.3 Workload drivers and the department’s response 
Administrative tasks, compliance obligations and government initiatives take up a 
disproportionate amount of principals' time, leaving them less time to focus on 
instructional leadership and contributing to their poorer health and wellbeing. 

Administrative tasks 
The volume and breadth of administrative tasks that principals do takes up a 
substantial amount of their time.  

Administrative tasks can be considered as all the activities related to ‘leading the 
management of the school’. They are often unplanned, ad hoc and variable in nature. 
They contribute to the disrupted pattern of the typical day of a principal during 
school hours. They can include tasks like organising student assessment papers and 
scheduling tests, organising and promoting school events, and coordinating student 
enrolment processes. 

Research commissioned by the department between 2014 and 2019 found that 
principals were spending between 15 and 18 per cent of their total time on 
administrative tasks. It notes that in 2019, principals spent more time on 
administrative tasks than on curriculum, teaching and performance, budget, strategy 
and planning, and governance and policy activities. It also notes that there had been 
minimal change to this over the preceding 5 years. 

Principals have consistently expressed these views: 

‘It is disappointing that the [PHWB] strategy deals with the principal and 
personal coping. There is still a massive need to reduce the system-level 
admin that just grows and grows. That is the aspect that I find so 
overwhelming. Don’t give me a pay rise, give me additional admin support.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

‘WORKLOAD – INCREASING ADMINISTRATION roles and tasks are 
increasing. There is not enough time and support to do what matters most.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy initiatives, 2019.) 

The ACU, through its National Principal Survey 2021, identified administrative burden 
as a key workload concern among principals: 

‘Qualitative comments reported concerns about increasing bureaucratic and 
compliance work. There is frustration with administrative work that does not 
improve student learning.’  

The department acknowledges administrative tasks as a key workload burden for 
principals. It advised government in 2018 that surveys show that the average 
Australian secondary principal spends 47 per cent of their time on administrative 
tasks and just 17 per cent on teaching-related activities. The discrepancy between the 
47 per cent reported to government and the 15 to 18 per cent found by department-
commissioned research shows that the department does not have an accurate 
understanding of the amount of administrative work that principals undertake. It does 
indicate, however, that even a conservative estimate shows that it is too high. 
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The department notes that principals’ core business is achieving excellence in 
teaching and learning, and they should not be distracted or overwhelmed by 
administrative burden. In 2021, the department advised government that the volume 
of administrative and compliance activities now managed by schools is presenting 
challenges at the local school level. It noted that not only are these activities an 
inefficient use of a principals’ skills and expertise, and a distraction from the learning 
needs of their students, but they are also a cause of significant occupational stress. 

The department’s response to principals’ administrative 
workload
The department is trying to reduce principals’ administrative workload through 
several initiatives that it has progressively implemented since 2018.  

The School Policy Templates Portal provides schools with 49 templates that they can 
adapt to their own settings. It also provides guidance and advice on each topic. This 
aims to: 

 reduce principal and school workload in the area of policy development and save
principals time by eliminating the need for them to write their policies from
scratch

 reduce the stress associated with ensuring the policy content is accurate and
meets compliance requirements.

The department advises that between its launch in 2018 and 3 May 2023, there were 
973,402 page views of the School Policy Templates Portal. Overall, principals have 
provided positive feedback on the Portal. They say that it saves them time and 
ensures their policies are compliant with legal and regulatory requirements:  

’The [school] policy template portal is excellent and has reduced my 
workload.’  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy pilot initiatives, 
2018.) 

‘The school policy template [portal] is an excellent resource for schools.'  
(Principal feedback to the department on its PHWB Strategy initiatives, 2019.) 

The department's Complex Matters Support Team (CMST) is another initiative that 
aims to reduce principal workload. It provides a central point within the department 
to coordinate responses to complex matters raised by principals, such as those 
relating to parent/advocate complaints.  

The department advises that between its establishment in 2018 and 30 September 
2022, the CMST dealt with 558 cases. The CMST received mixed feedback early in its 
implementation, and feedback in the later years is from a small sample, but overall, 
the feedback has been positive.  

’I am not sure I could have managed this situation without this service and 
have highly recommended this to colleagues since. From my point of view, 
this service is critical in both protecting principals’ health and wellbeing, and 
ensuring we are not losing quality leaders as a result of the more complex 
challenges we may face.’ 
(Principal feedback to the department on the CMST, 2022.) 
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Of the principal respondents surveyed between 2018 and 2022: 

 94 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the CMST reduced their workload
when dealing with a complex matter

 98 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the CMST reduced their stress when
dealing with a complex matter

 98 per cent indicated that they were satisfied with their overall experience with the
CMST.

Compliance obligations 
Compliance obligations (and the reporting, audit and review processes that 
accompany them) also take up a significant amount of principals’ time. The 
department advises that between 2019 and 2022, Victorian government schools were 
scheduled to undergo more than 7,000 reviews or audits from at least 12 department 
program areas. That is equivalent to approximately 1.2 audits or reviews per school 
each year. Given that individual reviews or audits can potentially take months to 
prepare for and close off, they can provide a significant workload for principals.   

Principals have highlighted this in much of their feedback to the department, VAGO, 
and the ACU: 

’Large compliance aspects such as school reviews take so much time – at 
least six months preparation and are stressful. The recommendations and 
feedback are quite often pre-determined from 10 or 15 initiatives the 
government want delivered’  
(Victorian principal comment provided to the ACU’s National Principal 
Survey, 2021.) 

The role is not what it used to be. The demands are unrealistic and the 
support is next to none. The compliance and non-student focused tasks are 
distressing and not why educators were drawn to the industry.  
(Victorian principal comment provided to the ACU’s National Principal 
Survey, 2021.) 

The department acknowledges the burden that compliance requirements place on 
principals. It advised government in 2018 that schools face complex legislative, 
regulatory and policy requirements in all aspects of operations. It said that 
compliance with these requirements has become an increasingly time-consuming 
activity for school leadership that leaves less time for core educational leadership 
work. 

The department’s response to principals’ compliance workload
The department has implemented several initiatives that aim to reduce the 
compliance burden on principals, especially in the areas of OHS, workers 
compensation and RTW, the Minimum Standards for school registration and the Child 
Safe Standards. 

The Small Schools Facilities and OHS Support Program (SSP) is designed to support 
principals to complete their facilities and OHS requirements more efficiently, more 
often, and with greater compliance. To do this, participating schools have access to a 
SSP coordinator, project team, school maintenance plan portal and a vendor panel.  
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An evaluation of the pilot found that the SSP: 

 increased principals’ facilities and OHS management capability 
 reduced administrative burden 
 increased completion and compliance 
 improved budget use. 

Some principals provided positive feedback on the SSP, including: 

‘Many thanks for today, you made my heart sing! I feel everything is 
achievable with this kind of support. Many thanks my blood pressure should 
now be in the normal range.’  
(Principal feedback to the SSP coordinator, 2020.) 

’These activities are always difficult to get done, organised, processed in the 
time they have available … the Coordinator has been so helpful and 
accommodating and her advice and support has been invaluable. What she 
doesn’t know, she will find out. She can get done in a couple of hours what it 
would take me at least a whole day, or more, to do. This has taken so much 
pressure off.’  
(Principal feedback to the department, 2021.) 

The program is now being made available to all small schools over 4 years and will 
also provide support for workers compensation claims made by staff at small schools. 

The department also implemented a school audit coordination function in 2020 that 
manages how schools are scheduled for audits and reviews. It looks at scheduled 
audits and reviews from 12 department program areas and recommends when audits 
should be rescheduled or avoided to assist principals in managing their workloads. 
The department advises that in 2022 it reviewed over 9,000 proposed reviews and 
audits and recommended that approximately 1,500 be avoided for selection or 
rescheduled to a more suitable time, in support of school workload management. 

Government initiatives 
The number, complexity and pace of government initiatives is a key contributor to 
principals’ workloads. Principals particularly express frustration at what they consider 
to be inadequate consultation from the department on the amount of time and 
resources that they need to implement the initiatives.  

Victorian government school principals ranked ‘government initiatives’ as their third-
highest source of stress in the ACU National Principal Survey 2022. This is compared 
to eighth and eleventh for other government and Victorian non-government school 
principals, respectively. This sentiment has also been expressed through qualitative 
feedback:  

’I think the education department often brings down initiatives through the 
school that we need to implement with limited support, resources and 
knowledge. The curriculum is already very crowded and despite this fact 
schools are expected to deliver just about everything that is stipulated by the 
department.’  
(Victorian principal comment provided to the ACU’s National Principal 
Survey, 2021.)  
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‘I am frustrated by the lack of support by the department to resource my 
school adequately and the way I need to manage this and keep families and 
staff content or to buffer them from these issues … decisions are made by 
the department that directly impacts schools (e.g. the parent payment policy, 
the tutoring initiative, and the ICT devices) without consultation that schools 
need to manage quickly.’ 
(Victorian principal comment provided to the ACU’s National Principal 
Survey, 2021.)  

The department acknowledges this issue in advice it gave to government in 2022. It 
stated that the department needs to do more to improve the coherence of new 
programs and initiatives to ensure that they account for existing reforms in the 
system.  

It also advised that it needs to do more to address reform intensity. It noted that 
program design does not always sufficiently account for the operational realities of 
schools and regions. It identified the volume, pace and workload implications of new 
reforms as barriers to successful implementation. 

The department’s response to the impact of government 
initiatives on principals’ workloads 

The department started reform intensity mapping in 2022 to help schools better 
manage government reform implementation. The department advises that this work 
has been used by its various program areas and internal governance groups to help 
them understand the current workload intensity schools are managing. This will guide 
implementation planning for new or expanding programs. The department also 
advises that schools' workload intensity has been a key consideration during the 
development of incoming government strategic opportunities and government 
funding submissions for 2022–23 and 2023–24.  

The department has developed a school workload impact assessment tool to help 
corporate staff and decision-makers consider the operational and resourcing impact 
of initiatives and programs on schools. The tool builds understanding of the impact of 
implementing initiatives, in conjunction with the rationale and benefits they are 
anticipated to bring. It helps department staff design initiatives that complement 
school operating environments and reduce schools’ workload and administrative 
burden. It is currently being trialled at budget bid, design and later stages prior to 
telling schools about initiatives. 

3.4 Effectiveness of the department’s workload 
reduction initiatives 

Workload has not reduced overall 
Some principals have indicated that some of the department’s workload reduction 
initiatives, such as the School Policy Templates Portal and the Complex Matter 
Support Team, have reduced their workloads when performing tasks related to those 
initiatives. However, principals’ overall workloads have not reduced. The department’s 
initiatives have improved efficiency in some areas, such as in OHS and workers 



 

40 | Principal Health and Wellbeing | Victorian Auditor-General´s Report 

compensation, but they have not reduced the volume of principals’ work. This means 
that many principals are continuing to work long hours to acquit their responsibilities. 

 

Figure 3B: Principals’ reported average weekly working hours, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU National Principal Survey data 2015–22. 

 

The department advises that principals’ average working hours have been trending 
down since it started implementing its workload reduction initiatives. Figures 3B and 
3C show that the department’s initiatives have had little to no effect on working 
hours. The high and stable trend in working hours correlates strongly with the static 
nature of principals’ health and wellbeing outcomes presented in Section 2. 
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Figure 3C: Principals’ average reported weekly working hours mapped against 
the department's workload reduction initiatives, 2015–22 

 
Source: VAGO, based on the department’s initiatives and ACU National Survey data 2015–22. 
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Figure 3D: Principals’ quantitative demands scores, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 

 
Quantitative demands assess how much a principal must achieve in their work. It 
assesses the difference between the number of tasks and the time available to 
perform the tasks in a satisfactory manner (the higher the value the more demanding 
the role).  

Figure 3D shows that, after reducing in 2020 and 2021, Victorian government school 
principals’ quantitative demands returned to historical levels. From 2019, Victorian 
government school principals followed a similar trend to the other principal cohorts, 
especially Victorian non-government school principals. This supports Figures 3B and 
3C in showing that the department’s initiatives have had no impact on principals’ 
workloads. 
 

Figure 3E: Principals’ work pace scores, 2015–22 

 

Source: VAGO, based on ACU’s National Principal Survey data, 2015–22. 
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Work pace assesses the speed at which tasks must be performed (work intensity). 
Figure 3E shows that, following a reduction in 2020 and 2021, Victorian government 
school principals’ work pace returned to historical levels. From 2019, Victorian 
government school principals’ work pace followed a similar trend to Victorian non-
government schools (albeit with a sharper decrease in 2020), indicating that the 
department has not influenced this measure. 

Principals' experiences support the workload data, as the department’s external 
evaluation of its PHWB Strategy and EWOP reforms found: 

’Whilst principals genuinely believe [the department] is working for them 
through the supports delivered through the Reforms, it was consistently 
reported that a significant reduction in the overall workload expected of 
principals by the [the department] has yet to be observed.’  
(External evaluation of the department’s PHWB Strategy and EWOP reforms, 
2021.) 

Current initiatives are unlikely to reduce principals’ workloads 
enough to improve health and wellbeing 
The department’s current initiatives do not do enough to reduce the volume of 
principals’ work. Instead, most focus on supporting principals to do the same amount 
of work more efficiently. 

Some of the initiatives involve providing support to principals in the form of advice 
and guidance, while others focus on streamlining systems and processes. The 
principal is still responsible for doing the work. Examples of these include the OHS 
Advisory Service, the Principal Advisory Service, eduSafe Plus, and the Return to Work 
Coordinator Portal.  

Others, such as school audit coordination support, help some schools by postponing 
or cancelling an audit or review that they may be scheduled for, but those 
audits/reviews are generally undertaken at a later date or otherwise performed on 
other schools. It does not reduce the overall number of audits/reviews in the system. 

An evaluation of the department’s SSP (which provided facilities and OHS support) 
demonstrates how a focus on efficiency without reducing work volume may not 
reduce principal workload. The evaluation found that, while the program made 
principals more efficient, it did not save them any time overall. This was because the 
increased efficiency led them to do tasks that they did not do before the pilot. They 
were spending the same amount of time on facilities and OHS but getting more 
done. 

The initiatives that do save principals time have marginal impact.  

Enhanced Workers Compensation Administrative Support is an example of this. The 
department estimates that automating the calculation of pre-injury average weekly 
earnings saves between 30 minutes and one hour per claim. Over an average of 1,038 
claims, this process would save each school an average of 40 minutes per year. 
Principals report working an average of 468 hours per year above what the 
government deems their standard hours.  

Principals would welcome any time-saving measure, no matter how small, and the 
department should continue to look for and support more efficient practices for 
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principals. But it needs to modify its approach to more effectively reduce the volume 
of principals' work. Otherwise, principals are likely to keep having to work long hours, 
and their health and wellbeing is unlikely to improve as a result. 

3.5 Reducing the volume of principals’ work 

Organisational design 
The department has explored organisational design and the increased delegation of 
tasks from the principal to support staff as one way to more substantially reduce 
principal workload. As part of this, the department commissioned annual research 
between 2014 and 2019 to look at the different tasks that principals did throughout 
the day. The aim was to help principals better manage their workloads.  

The research recommended that principals reduce the scope of their roles or the 
number of tasks that they do. They could do this by restructuring their schools to 
allow for more delegation from the principal to their leadership teams. The 
department developed an Organisation Design Guide in 2016 to support this work. 
The department also developed support materials in 2018 for its regional staff to 
assist principals in implementing the changes. 

Despite the support and guidance developed for principals, school restructuring and 
increased delegation has not reduced principals' workloads. The researchers note in 
2018: 

‘Over the last four years, considerations have been provided on changes that 
individual principals can make to their own role, and to the school. Despite 
the tools and training that has been organised by the Department, there has 
not been widespread adoption of strategic change related to school 
structures. This is demonstrated through the consistent year-on-year results.’ 

Reasons for low uptake of the organisational design changes 
The researchers suggest that workload pressures on individual principals may be 
stopping them from implementing changes. Our discussions with principals support 
this, with several citing a lack of time to engage with the Organisation Design Guide. 

The department advises that there is a culture among principals of prioritising budget 
allocations for students and classroom delivery at the expense of school 
administration and leadership. It says that this is the primary reason for principals not 
implementing the recommended changes.  

Some principals we spoke to confirmed prioritising budget allocations in this way. 
One reason they gave was that the school community expects them to prioritise the 
school budget for students and classroom delivery. It would be difficult for them to 
get school council approval to spend funds on principal support staff at the expense 
of student spending.  

The department acknowledged these pressures in its 2018 advice to government. It 
stated that the current assumption is that schools will resource responses to principal 
health, safety and wellbeing issues from within their school budgets. It noted that 
there is school community pressure to direct the budget to teaching and learning 
opportunities for students. 

Organisational design is the process of 
aligning organisational elements with the 
school's strategic plan and operational 
(day-to-day) requirements. It is about 
how a school: 
- groups responsibilities around work 
- allocates decision making authority 
- defines jobs 
- binds teams together structurally to 
maximise their effectiveness 
- translates the school's strategic plan 
into actions and results through the 
design of jobs and their relationships to 
one another.  
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Another reason principals cited was that they felt an obligation to their students to 
prioritise student needs over their own. They felt that they could not, in good 
conscience, spend money on additional support staff for themselves if it meant their 
students missed out on something they needed. 

Promoting uptake of the recommended changes 
The researchers maintain that, despite the low uptake, their organisational design and 
delegation recommendations are still relevant. They believe the department should 
explore ways of better promoting their implementation. 

The department advised that it intends to actively encourage principals to allocate 
more funds from their budgets to support staff to help reduce their workloads. It also 
advised that its regional staff would support principals to implement the structural 
changes by using additional guidance it has developed.  

While this may help, it does not address the lack of time that principals have 
identified as impeding their ability to make the changes. It also does not address the 
pressure principals feel from school councils and communities to prioritise student 
spending over the needs of the principal. 

Another issue the department faces is that it does not know how many schools have 
implemented, or attempted to implement, the organisational design changes that its 
guide promotes. It has not monitored its uptake and impact. This means the 
department does not know whether the changes work in practice to reduce 
principals' workloads. 

Changes to organisational design and increased delegation may help principals 
reduce their workloads. However, the department needs to better support its uptake 
and test the effectiveness of the changes before relying on them as a key workload 
reduction initiative. 

School Administration Support Hubs 
The researchers’ recommendations to the department regarding organisational 
design and delegation note that delegation could occur to the principal’s internal 
leadership team or to an external source. This could include a SASH.  

The SASH builds on a local small schools initiative, the LAB, that was started in the 
1990s by a group of schools in the Horsham area. Operating out of Horsham Primary 
School, the LAB provided schools shared finance and HR processing operations. It 
charged a fee based on student enrolment numbers, length of subscription and 
services requested.  

The SASH helps small schools (currently those with fewer than 200 enrolments) that 
do not have a full-time business manager for operational tasks or the skills or time to 
do them. It does not replace a business manager but supports them and their 
principal with excess administrative work.  

The SASH works on an opt-in basis and allows principals to choose from between one 
and 6 service streams. Principals can choose to use a service for anywhere between 
one term and 2 years.  

The SASH team accesses the participating schools' internal systems remotely to 
undertake the selected tasks on their behalf. It is trained in the use of all the 
department’s relevant systems (such as CASES21 and eduPay). It understands all the 
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department’s relevant policies, processes and requirements. Figure 3F lists the 
services that the SASH currently offers. 

 

Figure 3F: Current SASH services 
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Source: VAGO, based on the department’s SASH initiative. 
 

The SASH is an example of a department initiative that reduces the volume of 
principals’ work. 

The department received $4.93 million over 4 years in the 2020–21 state Budget to 
provide more small schools with access to the SASH and to fully cover their costs.  

Between 2021 and 2023, the number of schools using the SASH has grown by  
174 per cent, from 50 to 137. The number of service streams schools use has grown 
by 308 per cent, from 131 to 535.  
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Principals have indicated an appreciation for the services: 

‘Thank-you for all your support this year, we really would be lost without all 
your hard work.’  
(Principal feedback to the department, 2022.) 

‘Thank you for all your support and assistance last year. Without the service 
and [SASH team member] looking out for us, I would not have coped for the 
year the way it started. This service is invaluable and if you ever need 
someone to be in your corner so that the work continues forever, I would be 
more than happy to be able to shout your praises!’  
(Principal feedback to the department, 2023.) 

The department commissioned a formal evaluation of the SASH in 2019 to 
understand its functionality and effectiveness. It found that it reduces the 
administrative burden on principals. The SASH was consistently valued by users for 
the quality of service delivery, as well as for intangible elements such as friendly 
relationships and personable, clear advice. 

The evaluation also found that there is an opportunity and some appetite among 
stakeholders to further expand the SASH. There are many potential models for such 
an expansion. 
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4.  
Monitoring, evaluation and 
reporting 

Conclusion 
The department does not consistently or coherently monitor, 
evaluate or report on outcomes. It does not, therefore, know 
whether government school principals’ health and wellbeing is 
changing over time or whether its initiatives are achieving their 
intended outcomes. 
The department collects and assesses output data, such as service 
use and principal experiences. It commissioned 3 interim 
evaluations of its PHWB Strategy and EWOP reforms. These draw 
on output data to make findings and conclusions. 
The department has had, and still has, an opportunity to monitor, 
evaluate and report on outcomes using existing datasets. 
 

In this section 
 The department’s commitment to monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
 Department-commissioned evaluations 
 The department’s monitoring and evaluation of principal health and wellbeing 
 The department’s opportunity to monitor, evaluate and report. 
 



 

49 | Principal Health and Wellbeing | Victorian Auditor-General´s Report 

4.1 The department’s commitment to monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting  

In 2018, the department committed in its PHWB Strategy to monitoring, evaluating 
and reporting on the progress being made against its outcomes. It reiterated this in 
advice to government between 2018 and 2021. It advised that outcome evaluations 
would take place on an annual basis.  

It also said it would include measures in line with the WoVG minimum dataset for 
mental health and wellbeing. These include reduced unplanned absenteeism (sick 
leave), reduced number of workers compensation claims, and turnover of staff. 

4.2 Department-commissioned evaluations 
The department commissioned an interim evaluation of its PHWB Strategy in 2019 
and 2 interim evaluations of its PHWB Strategy and EWOP reforms in 2020 and 2021. 

The objective of the 2019 evaluation was to: 

 assess progress of the PHWB Strategy's implementation during its pilot period 
 identify any early outcomes 
 extract lessons to inform ongoing implementation and future policy and program 

development.  

It drew on data from principal network surveys, principal network meetings, and 
program managers to understand principals' service awareness, use and experiences. 

The evaluation was constrained by the short time between the PHWB Strategy's 
implementation and the start of the evaluation, and by data limitations. The 
evaluators noted that: 

‘There were constraints to data availability that affected the depth and 
breadth of data available to inform the analysis. These pertain to: 
inconsistency in the quality and format of data collected by initiative leads 
[program managers] and contracted service providers; the pause placed on 
consultations during the caretaker period ahead of the Victorian State 
Election, which left limited time for engagement and follow-up; and limited 
access given to principals (with whom we engaged via) to minimise time 
pressures at the end of the school year.’ 

The department’s 2020 and 2021 interim evaluations drew on data from principal 
network surveys, program managers, and consultation with principals, principal peak 
associations and unions. Like the 2019 evaluation, these evaluations sought to 
understand principals’ service awareness, use and experiences. 

The 2020 and 2021 evaluations were also constrained by access and data limitations, 
predominantly due to COVID-19 related disruptions:  

‘Variation in the implementation maturity of [the department's initiatives], 
and availability and quality of quantitative data … has influenced the extent 
to which we can draw conclusions in this interim report. Therefore, some 
commentary should be considered observational only, and not conclusive. In 
particular, to date, stakeholder consultations have been relatively limited. 
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This is especially true for school principals …’ 
(2020) 

'Several data sources used previously were not collected due to the 
above[mentioned] restrictions and were unavailable for this report as 
described below.'  
(2021) 

While all 3 interim evaluations were constrained by data limitations, none attempted 
to evaluate the department's individual and organisation-level outcomes.  

The 2019 evaluation noted that it was premature to collect these outcome measures 
given only one year had passed between implementing the PHWB Strategy and the 
evaluation commencing. It did, however, advise the department of the importance of 
collecting and analysing such outcomes moving forward. It also provided the 
department benchmark data on principal attrition, absenteeism and the number of 
workers compensation claims to track progress over time. 

The 2019 evaluation recommended that the department: 

 improve the consistency and breadth of its data collection 
 improve its ongoing monitoring of data to track progress and trends 
 use benchmarks provided by the evaluator to guide monitoring activities 
 focus on data that can inform an understanding of how principals’ health and 

wellbeing may or may not be changing, and the role the department supports 
play.  

The 2020 and 2021 evaluations made no attempt to collect and evaluate these 
outcomes despite adopting as one of its key evaluation questions:  

'To what extent have the EWOP reforms reduced workload for school leaders 
(e.g. Principal Class and Business Managers) and led to improved safety, health 
and wellbeing outcomes?' 

4.3 The department’s monitoring and evaluation of 
principal health and wellbeing  

The department collects data on some of its individual initiatives, such as: 

 website page views 
 number of cases dealt with 
 number of principals who have used a service 
 percentage of principals who are satisfied with a service. 

Some of this data has been presented in this report. 

The department does not consistently or coherently monitor, evaluate or report on its 
outcomes. The department has not consistently collected benchmark data to allow it 
to measure progress over time. Where the department does monitor, evaluate and 
report on health and wellbeing data, it does it at an aggregate level. This might be for 
all Victorian principals (government and non-government) or all school staff, but not 
Victorian government school principals specifically.  
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The department does not coordinate data monitoring well. For example, one division 
collects absenteeism and turnover data while another collects workers compensation 
and RTW data. This information is not analysed and reported holistically to provide an 
accurate and comprehensive picture of principal health and wellbeing. 

Despite identifying workload as a root cause of poor principal health and wellbeing, 
and having 22 initiatives in place to reduce it, the department does not have a target 
for reducing principal workload. It also does not monitor, evaluate or report on it. 

These monitoring, evaluation and reporting shortcomings mean that the department 
does not understand the health and wellbeing of its school principals. It also does not 
understand whether its initiatives are achieving intended outcomes. 

4.4 The department’s opportunity to monitor, evaluate 
and report 

The department advises that it is conscious of not overburdening principals when 
collecting data to inform its monitoring, evaluation and reporting. However, it can 
measure its individual and organisation-level outcomes – and principal workload – 
without needing to further engage with principals directly.  

The department can use data it already collects, such as through eduPay, Recruitment 
Online and WorkSafe. It can also access data from the ACU, which has been collecting 
data annually since 2011. Where the department wants principals’ input and 
feedback, it can ask targeted questions using its existing surveys and engagement 
processes.  

Irrespective of the approach it takes, the department needs to monitor, evaluate and 
report outcomes in a consistent and coherent manner to understand principal health 
and wellbeing and the effectiveness of its initiatives. 
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APPENDIX A  
Submissions and comments 

We consulted with the Department of Education, and we 
considered its views when reaching our audit conclusions. As 
required by the Audit Act 1994, we gave a draft copy of this report 
to the department and asked for its submissions and comments.  
Responsibility for the accuracy, fairness and balance of those 
comments rests solely with the department head. 
 

Responses were received as follows: 
Department of Education ......................................................................................................................... 53 
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Education 
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Education – continued 
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Education – continued 
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Education – continued 
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APPENDIX B  
Acronyms, abbreviations 
and glossary 

Acronyms  
ACU Australian Catholic University 

CMST Complex Matters Support Team 

EWOP Employee Wellbeing and Operational Policy 

LAB Local Administration Bureau 

OHS occupational health and safety 

RTW return to work 

SASH School Administration Support Hub 

SSP Small Schools Facilities and OHS Support Program 

VAGO Victorian Auditor-General’s Office 

WorkSafe WorkSafe Victoria 

WoVG whole of Victorian Government 
 

Abbreviations  

National Principal 
Survey 

Australian Principal Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing 
Survey 

PHWB Strategy Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21 

principals principals, assistant principals and liaison principals 

SWE Strategy Safe and Well in Education Strategy 2019–24 
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Glossary  
reasonable assurance We achieve reasonable assurance by obtaining and verifying direct 

evidence from a variety of internal and external sources about an 
agency's performance. This enables us to express an opinion or draw 
a conclusion against an audit objective with a high level of assurance. 
We call these audit engagements. See our assurance services fact 
sheet for more information. 

limited assurance We obtain less assurance when we rely primarily on an agency’s 
representations and other evidence generated by that agency. 
However, we aim to have enough confidence in our conclusion for it 
to be meaningful. We call these types of engagements assurance 
reviews and typically express our opinions in negative terms. For 
example, that nothing has come to our attention to indicate there is a 
problem. See our assurance services fact sheet for more information. 

Data repositories  
Australian Catholic 
University  

ACU surveys principals annually through its Australian Principals 
Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey. The Survey started 
in 2011. 

eduPay eduPay is the department's HR and payroll system. It records leave 
and staff turnover data. 

Recruitment Online Recruitment Online is the department's job advertisement and 
recruitment management system for schools. It records position 
vacancies and applications. 

WorkSafe WorkSafe is Victoria's workplace health and safety regulator and the 
workplace injury insurer. It records incident and injury data. 

 

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Our%20role/Our-assurance-services.pdf
https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Our%20role/Our-assurance-services.pdf
https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Our%20role/Our-assurance-services.pdf
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APPENDIX C  
Scope of this audit 

Objective 
To determine whether the department is protecting the mental health and physical 
wellbeing of its principals. 

Who we examined Their key responsibilities 
Department of 
Education 

The department is responsible for providing a safe workplace to 
principals in accordance with the Occupational Health and Safety 
Act 2004 (Vic) and the Public Administration Act 2004. 

WorkSafe WorkSafe enforces Victoria's occupational health and safety and 
accident compensation laws, and receive, assess, and determine 
claims for compensation. 

What we examined 
We examined the department's activities and services and data captured by WorkSafe 
from 2015 to 2021 to determine whether: 

 principals’ health and wellbeing outcomes had improved over time 
 the department was proactively identifying and addressing the root causes of 

poor principal health and wellbeing 
 the department was monitoring, evaluating and reporting on outcomes. 

How we assessed performance 
To form our conclusion against our objective we used the following lines of inquiry 
and associated evaluation criteria: 

Line of inquiry Criteria 
1. Is the department 

achieving desired health 
and wellbeing outcomes 
for Victorian principals? 

1.1 The department is routinely monitoring, evaluating, and reporting on principal health and 
wellbeing outcomes as outlined in its Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21. 

1.2 Victorian principals’ health and wellbeing outcomes listed in Criterion 1.1 have improved 
over time and/or relative to comparable cohorts, including principals from other 
jurisdictions, teachers, other school staff, and non-school department staff (comparable 
cohorts). 
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Line of inquiry Criteria 
2. Is the department

proactively identifying
and responding to the
root causes of poor
principal health and
wellbeing?

2.1 The department is actively identifying and evaluating the root causes of poor principal 
health and wellbeing. 

2.2 The department is addressing the root causes in a way that contributes to the principal 
health and wellbeing outcomes listed in Criterion 1.1. 

Our methods 
As part of the audit we: 

 assessed the department and WorkSafe data from 2015 to 2021
 reviewed ACU National Principal Survey data from 2015 to 2022
 reviewed the department's monitoring, reporting and evaluation activities
 conducted focus groups with principals
 interviewed key staff from the department, WorkSafe, principal associations and

education unions.

Principal focus groups 
We conducted 4 focus groups with 23 principals who were nominated by their 
respective principal associations: 

 Victorian Principals Association
 Victorian Association of State Secondary Principals
 Principals Association of Specialist Schools Victoria.

The principals had a range of experience (from one to 20+ years), were from different 
school types (primary, secondary, P–12, special schools), different areas (metro, 
regional, rural), and schools with different socio-educational status (disadvantaged to 
advantaged). Given the small number of principals interviewed, they are not 
representative of the broader principal population, however their experiences 
provided important insights used to triangulate with other data. 

Compliance 
We conducted our audit in accordance with the Audit Act 1994 and ASAE 3500 
Performance Engagements to obtain reasonable assurance to provide a basis for our 
conclusion.  

We also provided a copy of the report to the Department of Premier and Cabinet. 
We complied with the independence and other relevant ethical requirements related 
to assurance engagements. 

Cost and time 
The full cost of the audit and preparation of this report was $590,000. The duration of the audit was 11 months from 
initiation to tabling. 
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Auditor-General’s reports  
tabled during 2022–23 

Report title Tabled 
Results of 2021 Audits: Technical and Further Education Institutes (2022–23: 1) July 2022 
Results of 2021 Audits: Universities (2022–23: 2) July 2022 
Follow-up of Protecting Victoria's Coastal Assets (2022–23: 3) August 2022 
The Effectiveness of Victoria Police's Staff Allocation (2022–23: 4) September 2022 
Quality of Major Transport Infrastructure Project Business Cases (2022–23: 5) September 2022 
Major Projects Performance Reporting 2022 (2022–23: 6) September 2022 
Quality of Child Protection Data (2022–23: 7) September 2022 
Follow-up of Maintaining the Mental Health of Child Protection Practitioners (2022–23: 8) September 2022 
Regulating Victoria’s Native Forests (2022–23: 9) October 2022 
Victoria’s Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Data (2022–23: 10) October 2022 
Auditor-General's Report on the Annual Financial Report of the State of Victoria: 2021–22 
(2022–23: 11) 

October 2022 

Regulating Private Pool and Spa Safety (2022–23: 12) February 2023 
Results of 2021–22 Audits: Local Government (2022–23: 13) February 2023 
Maintaining Railway Assets Across Metropolitan Melbourne (2022–23: 14) March 2023 
Fair Presentation of Service Delivery Performance 2022 (2022–23: 15) March 2023 
Understanding Victoria’s Contaminated Land (2022–23: 16) March 2023 
Supporting Sexual and Reproductive Health (2022–23: 17) May 2023 
Regulating Food Safety (2022–23: 18) June 2023 
Collecting State-based Tax Revenue (2022–23: 19) June 2023 
Supporting Students with Disability (2022–23: 20) June 2023 
Principal Health and Wellbeing (2022–23: 21) June 2023 
Correctional Services for People with Intellectual Disability or an Acquired Brain Injury  
(2022–23: 22) 

June 2023 

All reports are available for download in PDF and HTML format on our website 
www.audit.vic.gov.au 

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/
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Auditor-General’s responsibilities 

Our fact sheets provide you with more information about our role and our audit 
services: 

 About VAGO
Information about the Auditor-General and VAGO's work

 Our assurance services
Information about the nature and levels of assurance that we provide to
Parliament and public sector agencies through our work program

Victorian Auditor-General’s Office 
Level 31, 35 Collins Street 
Melbourne Vic 3000 
AUSTRALIA 

Phone +61 3 8601 7000 
Email enquiries@audit.vic.gov.au  

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/our-role
https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Our%20role/Our-assurance-services.pdf

	Cover
	Contents
	Audit snapshot
	What we found and recommend
	1. Audit context
	1.1 The role of principals
	1.2 Principals' health and wellbeing
	1.3 Principal Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018–21
	1.4 Safe and Well in Education Strategy 2019–24
	1.5 Other workload reduction and principal support initiatives
	1.6 The department’s principal health and wellbeing outcomes

	2. Principal health and wellbeing outcomes
	2.1 Principals appreciate the department’s health and wellbeing initiatives
	2.2 Principal health and wellbeing outcomes have not improved

	3. Workload, health and wellbeing
	3.1 Workload is the most significant cause of poor principal health and wellbeing
	3.2 Workload is increasing
	3.3 Workload drivers and the department’s response
	3.4 Effectiveness of the department’s workload reduction initiatives
	3.5 Reducing the volume of principals’ work

	4. Monitoring, evaluation and reporting
	4.1 The department’s commitment to monitoring, evaluation and reporting
	4.2 Department-commissioned evaluations
	4.3 The department’s monitoring and evaluation of principal health and wellbeing
	4.4 The department’s opportunity to monitor, evaluate and report

	Appendix A. Submissions and comments
	Appendix B. Acronyms, abbreviations and glossary
	Appendix C. Scope of this audit


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




