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DECS Principles of Improvement and 
Effectiveness 
The DECS Improvement and Accountability Framework is underpinned by the 
DECS Principles of Improvement and Effectiveness. These nine principles, 
based on a body of research and informed by practice, encapsulate a theory of 
improvement central to each element of the framework. 

Improvement is a series of concurrent and recurring processes  
through which different partners collaborate to enhance  

 experiences and outcomes, and build capacity to  
take charge of change and sustain learning. 

(Stoll, 2005)

Introduction
The Department of Education and 
Children’s Services purpose is ‘to 
engage every child and student so that 
they achieve at the highest possible 
level of their learning and wellbeing 
through quality care and teaching’. 

Locally managed public schools, 
preschools and children’s centres 
provide quality education and care by 
working in partnership with their local 
communities. They are supported by 
district and state office personnel, and 
key government and non-government 
agencies.

The DECS Improvement and 
Accountability Framework, working 
within the context of the SA Strategic 
Plan and DECS Statement of 
Directions supports our organisation 
to achieve and sustain high 
performance. It integrates processes 
of improvement and accountability to 
achieve effectiveness. It articulates the 
way in which our schools, preschools 
and children’s centres, supported by 
district and state office personnel, 
work to continuously improve 
programs and practices. 

The framework acknowledges 
the professionalism of people 
constantly striving for improvement in 
performance and learner outcomes. 
While focussing on the operation of 
schools, preschools and children’s 
centres, it highlights the important 
roles and responsibilities of all parts 
of the organisation to work together 
to achieve high performance and 
continuously improve.
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Figure 1: DECS Principles of Improvement and Effectiveness



Focus on Learning
A Focus on Learning requires us to create a learner centred 
environment with high expectations for all learners. Each learner, 
with the right support and direction, can achieve success in terms of 
their learning and wellbeing. 

Quality teaching lies at the heart of learner achievement. As a 
system we work to continuously improve the services that promote 
and support teaching and learning and build effective learning 
communities. 

Think systemically
Think Systemically means understanding the complex relationships 
between all parts of the systems within which we work. It requires 
us to work together to develop effective processes and strategies, 
involving the broader community, to support the needs and 
aspirations of our children and young people.

Shared Leadership
Sharing Leadership requires us to build leadership capacity and 
expertise throughout the system. The most effective sites   and 
systems are those where leadership is purposefully developed and 
distributed within and across the local community.

Attend to Culture
Attending to Culture requires us to build a positive learning 
culture focused on continuous improvement and growth for all. By 
clarifying our expectations of behaviours and practices we create 
an environment where stakeholders are involved in transforming the 
capacity of their system to improve outcomes.

Listen and Respond
Listening and Responding requires us to be customer focused 
by purposefully developing processes to understand the current 
and future needs of learners and stakeholders. In connecting to 
and understanding these needs and aspirations we are able to 
take action, direct our improvement efforts and target strategies to 
support improvement.

Make Data Count
We Make Data Count when we collect and interrogate the key data 
required to strategically evaluate and improve outcomes. Inquiring 
into multiple measures of data enables us to consider aspects of our 
context, practices and performance to direct future actions.

Set Direction
By Setting Directions based on agreed values, vision and purpose, 
developed with stakeholders, we identify priorities and actions 
to continuously improve outcomes. Effective planning processes 
support the achievement of DECS directions and local priorities.

Target Resources
Targeting Resources requires us to align resources effectively and 
innovatively to reflect our priorities and provide the best opportunity 
to achieve desired outcomes.

Continuously Improve
We Continuously Improve when we seek to improve processes 
and programs across the systems in which we work. Through 
developing successful and known processes we are better able to 
ensure continuous improvement for individuals, the system and a 
sustainable future.

Reciprocal responsibility and 
accountability
The DECS Improvement and Accountability Framework recognises 
that sites, district and central office personnel, are jointly responsible 
and accountable for the achievement of standards, the provision of 
quality services and continuous improvement of learner achievement 
and wellbeing outcomes. Each group has a role to play  to ensure 
the effective and efficient delivery of education and care services to 
South Australia’s children and young people. 

Schools, preschools and children’s centres are responsible and 
accountable for: 

> learner achievement and wellbeing outcomes

> monitoring and improving staff and site performance

> delivering a quality local service supported by sound 
management practices

> developing strategic relationships with the local community and 
key partners

> working effectively within legal and policy requirements

> directing targeted funds to program initiatives

> taking necessary action to improve performance.

District offices are responsible and accountable for:

> monitoring site and district performance 

> providing timely and effective support services and direction

> site leader performance and wellbeing

> developing site and district capacity supported by sound 
management practices

> providing feedback to central office regarding site and district 
needs

> timely implementation of targeted intervention programs 

> ensuring compliance within legal and policy requirements.

Central office is responsible and accountable for:

> monitoring performance across the organisation

> developing systemic responses to site and district needs

> development and monitoring of policies and programs

> the quality of state office systems and processes supported by 
sound management practices

> developing workforce capabilities and system capacity

> timely identification and prioritisation of areas for targeted 
intervention and support

> establishing the risk context and the legal and policy framework

DECS Improvement and Accountability Framework



DECS Improvement and Accountability Framework

Formal self review processes, including an analysis of performance, 
are to be conducted against stated priorities, objectives and 
standards. The specific approach to self review is determined by the 
local community, within the DECS Self Review Policy Guidelines. 
This may also include accreditation processes, program or best 
practice reviews.

Accountability Focus
We demonstrate our accountability by conducting annual self review 
processes and using this information to direct future plans and 
actions. 

District Directors will undertake a cycle of validation of site self review 
processes once every 3 years. The validation will confirm the quality 
of the self review process, outcomes reported and actions proposed.

At the district and central office level, an annual system wide data 
analysis process will consider a range of data to support system and 
district improvement efforts.

Elements of the 
Framework
The core elements of the DECS Improvement and Accountability 
Framework, when implemented in an integrated way, improve the 
effectiveness of programs and practices. Each element outlines a 
focus for improvement and requirements for accountability.

Element 1—Standards
Improvement Focus
DECS has a range of standards to direct and gauge our  
improvement efforts. These standards assist with target setting, 
performance analysis, resource allocation and decision making. 
Standards provide direction and focus for our improvement  
efforts and target programs and actions for intervention and  
support.

DECS will continuously improve and build upon these  
standards in response to priorities, stakeholder feedback,  
emerging best practices and research. Where standards  
exist they provide an expectation for performance. Existing  
standards include the SACSA standards which provide a  
basis for planning and monitoring learner achievement and the  
DECS Professional Standards for Teachers which support 
performance development and monitoring.

Future standards within DECS may include Leadership standards, 
Self Review standards, and DECS Service standards for central 
office units.

Accountability Focus
We fulfill our accountability when we monitor, report and 
demonstrate the achievement of DECS, State and Commonwealth 
standards, policies and priorities. We do this by self reviewing, 
reporting on performance and complying with legal and policy 
requirements, including the Code of Conduct for public service 
employees, OHS&W standards and Licencing standards for Child 
Care.  

Element 2 – Self Review
Improvement Focus
Effective organisations regularly monitor and review their 
performance to guide their actions. Sites, district and state offices 
are required to self review the effectiveness of programs and 
practices to bring about improvement. 

Self review enables an analysis of current performance and the 
effectiveness of strategies implemented to support performance 
improvement. It provides the basis for performance reporting and 
future improvement planning.

Figure 2: Implementing an integrated approach to improvement and accountability

Accountability is the formal reporting of actions, 
outcomes and standards associated with the  

fulfillment of responsibilities. It is a professional  
and legal responsibility to report, notify or  

demonstrate results and stewardship of assets  
and behaviours.

(Framework for Quality, Improvement and Accountability, 2001)
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Element 3: Improvement 
Planning
Improvement Focus
Effective planning engages stakeholders in setting directions, 
targeting resources and optimising processes for successful 
growth and improvement. Improvement plans detail strategies and 
processes to achieve departmental, regional and local community 
priorities.

Improvement plans are informed by the DECS Statement of 
Directions, which is reflective of State government and local 
community plans, initiatives and policy. They are further informed 
by rigorous monitoring and self review processes through which 
we reflect on our performance and achievements, in light of DECS, 
State and Commonwealth standards.

There should be clear links between improvement plans published 
at a corporate, district and site level. Improvement plans are 
supported by annual operational planning processes. Effective 
consultation and decision making processes to engage all 
stakeholders are fundamental to successful improvement planning 
practices.

Accountability Focus
We demonstrate our accountability by the development of 
improvement plans that address local, regional and departmental 
priorities, minimise risks and articulate how expected outcomes will 
be achieved.

Improvement plans are updated regularly in response to self review 
and emerging issues. 

At a site level, improvement plans are approved by the governing 
body and endorsed by the District Director. District and central 
office plans will be endorsed by the appropriate Executive Director.

Performance agreement of all DECS leaders will reflect the 
priorities as outlined in their improvement plans.

Element 4: Intervention and 
Support
Improvement Focus
Effective organisations acknowledge performance concerns and 
seek alternative solutions to achieve quality outcomes. When 
improvement planning and strategies don’t achieve the desired 
results or meet standards, we are required to provide the necessary 
intervention and support to ensure improvement. 

The degree and nature of intervention and support will vary 
depending on the circumstances. It may include better resource 
targeting, program review or implementation and/or supporting 
staff capacity and capability.  Quality performance management 
processes facilitate building a positive culture to support and 
achieve required improvement.

When necessary, direct intervention at an individual, program 
or management level may be provided to help guide and direct 
improvement efforts. The nature of the intervention and support will 
reflect the circumstances at the time in terms of capacity, capability, 
resources and needs.

Accountability Focus
We demonstrate our accountability by responding to self review 
findings and providing targeted intervention to support performance 
improvement when standards are not being met. This may include 
seeking external support or Reviews by Exception if required and 
responding to identified recommendations. 

We further demonstrate our accountability when stakeholders 
are made aware of actions taken, progress made and outcomes 
achieved in areas targeted for intervention.

Effective intervention and support processes require strategic 
decision making to develop successful strategies and target 
resources that support achievement by identified groups and 
individuals.

Element 5: Performance 
Reporting
Improvement Focus
Performance Reporting involves all personnel in the system 
documenting and reporting upon their performance against planned 
outcomes and agreed standards.

Effective performance reporting ensures stakeholders are fully 
informed of organisational and professional performance so 
that they understand and support improvement initiatives. High 
quality communication processes are fundamental to successful 
performance reporting practices.

Accountability Focus
We demonstrate our accountability in performance reporting 
by complying with DECS, State and Commonwealth reporting 
requirements as described in the Performance Reporting 
Guidelines. 

Performance reporting involves reporting to stakeholders on 
site performance and operations. At a site level, Annual Reports 
endorsed by the governing body are forwarded to the District 
Director and community to report on learner achievement, site 
priorities and resource management.

DECS leaders demonstrate their accountability in preparing a 
performance agreement, in consultation with line managers, and in 
providing an annual performance report on achievements.

For further information visit the Quality, Improvement and 
Effectiveness website at: www.decs.sa.gov.au/quality
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