	Selection by lottery could be just the ticket 

Last Updated: 2:07am GMT 18/01/2008 Daily Telegraph
In little over a month's time, more than a million children will find out if they have been accepted by the state school of their choice.

So-called "Admissions Day" 2008 will represent the first significant test of the Government's much-hyped code of practice, which regulates the way primary, secondary and special schools allocate places. For the first time, they are officially banned from interviewing parents, asking for "supplementary" information or requiring children to buy expensive uniforms - essentially, putting all pupils on an equal footing, irrespective of social class or their parent's own education.

Controversially, it also gives local councils - and individual schools, such as the Government's city academies, which control their own admissions - the power to select pupils using "lotteries", intended to stop affluent parents moving next door to a popular school to make sure their children get a place.
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On March 3, particular attention will focus on Brighton, which has become the first local authority in England to move wholesale to a lottery-based admissions system.

The city has been divided into six school districts, with pupils expected to go to a secondary in their own area. If schools are over-subscribed, names will be picked using an electronic ballot rather than the conventional method of distance to the school gates.

Support for the system - giving rich and poor an equal chance of getting in - gathered pace this week.

In a report published today by Cambridge University, it is recommended that all catchment areas are scrapped to stop schools handing out desks "on the basis of residence" and, earlier this week, Philip Hunter, the chief schools adjudicator, said the use of lotteries had considerable merits.

Jim Knight, the schools minister, said yesterday that too many schools are continuing to ignore the Government's new admissions code.

Ministers identified 79 schools which have been the subject of parental complaints in the past 12 months, and said there was anecdotal evidence that "non-compliance" with the Government's new code may be far wider.

Last night, a spokesman for the Department for Children, Schools and Families said it was "nonsense" to claim that ministers want to dictate the admissions policies of individual schools. "Councils and schools have the power to decide their own arrangements free from Whitehall interference - as long as it's within the law," said a spokesman.

But as concerns continue to grow over the inability of deprived pupils to get into the best schools - the gap between rich and poor in terms of GCSE results has barely narrowed under Labour, and today's Cambridge University study says admission "inequalities" are to blame - it may not be long before we find the Brighton experiment is replicated elsewhere.
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Education 


The choice choice



Leader
Friday January 18, 2008
The Guardian 
When schools select pupils by asking parents to produce their marriage certificates or by requiring them to buy overpriced uniforms, it is not just wrong but against the law. So said the schools minister Jim Knight yesterday. He did not, however, explain that the law in question was one forced on a reluctant Tony Blair in 2006 by Labour rebels, who were worried about where his drive for parental choice was heading. They feared that the independent state schools he was promoting would cherry-pick brighter and better-off pupils, condemning the rest to sink institutions. The MPs thus made their support for Mr Blair's plans conditional on a toughening up of the code on admissions. 

By writing to schools to demand that they comply with the new law, Mr Knight is sending a clear sign that the Brown administration understands the risks of covert selection more clearly than Mr Blair ever did. What is less clear, however, is whether there is also a change on the wider question of choice. By accepting that expressing a preference is not the same as making a choice, the minister showed he has grasped a reality blindingly obvious to any parent whose child has been turned down by an oversubscribed school. The drive to create academies continues, however. It creates new options for some, but jars with the concerns about selection. Even though academies are notionally bound by the admissions code, that is hard to police as they are their own admissions authorities - a status that ends up producing less socially representative schools. 

If the government's position on choice remains unclear, there are no such doubts about the Conservatives - they plan to use independent providers to build up spare capacity so more parents can shop around. Their modernising spokesman, Michael Gove, rightly points out that families in poor areas are currently the least likely to be able to convert their preference into a real choice. But as with the academies programme, though on a greater scale, his plans risk more covert selection. Unlike in Labour, many in his party would see that as a good thing, as last year's grammar-school row showed. The political difficulty for the Tories is justifying the spending necessary to fund at least 200,000 extra places at a time when the school rolls are actually declining. The cash would come from an earmarked fund for investment in existing schools, meaning they would miss out on improvements. 

Parents may continue to question whether choice in schools can ever be more than an illusion. But if the government continues its subtle shuffle away from the Blairite educational agenda then by the next election there could be real choice at the ballot box.

	Schools accused of breaking admission rules 


By Graeme Paton


Last Updated: 2:07am GMT 18/01/2008
A row over school admissions broke out yesterday as ministers accused dozens of comprehensive schools of illegally selecting pupils.

It was claimed many popular schools were flouting tough new admission rules that were introduced last year to give all children an equal chance of getting a sought-after place.

But the Conservatives accused the Government of orchestrating the controversy to soften opposition to controversial "lottery" admission systems designed to break the middle-class stranglehold on the best schools.

advertisement

[image: image9.png]


In a key test case, Brighton will become the first city in England this year to employ the system as a tie-breaker at all of its over-subscribed secondaries. It is believed other areas may be encouraged to follow suit in an attempt to bring greater transparency to the admissions system.

The new admissions code bans schools from interviewing children and parents, or asking for extra information designed to weed out pupils from poorer homes who may be more difficult to teach.

Jim Knight, the schools minister, warned it was "unacceptable that children may be missing out on school places" 12 months after the new rules were imposed.

But there are fears that the latest row may lead to more local authorities adopting the lottery system.

Nick Gibb, the Conservative shadow schools minister, said: "You cannot put a child's future in the hands of chance and lottery - it is totally unacceptable. There has got to be a degree of certainty about where the child is going when they move on to secondary school and you cannot leave it to the roll of the dice.

"The Government should be focusing on improving the performance of all schools rather than fixating about how to allocate the increasingly scarce resources of a few good schools."

The row came as the independent Office of the Schools Adjudicator, which regulates admissions, confirmed yesterday it had investigated complaints made against 79 schools in the past 12 months.

Some head teachers had asked to see parents' marriage certificates, while others illegally invited mothers and fathers to interviews.

Schools have also been found guilty of asking parents to give their reasons for applying and then making "subjective" judgments about them.

Some failed to give preference to children in care - who must get priority under the code - and others unfairly asked parents to rank their school choices.

In a letter sent to all local authorities, Mr Knight said: "I am very concerned that formal complaints and other anecdotal evidence suggest that some local authorities and schools are not complying with the law. No ifs or buts - there is absolutely no excuse not to comply with the law to stamp out unfair and covert admission practices.

"It is unacceptable that children may be missing out on school places because unlawful arrangements are in place almost 12 months on from the code becoming statutory."

Mr Knight is writing to councils warning that not all children have a fair chance of getting into a school of their choosing this September, even though the new code came into force nearly a year ago.

In a controversial move, the new code gives councils the power to use lotteries and a system of "fair banding", in which all pupils sit an entrance test and equal numbers from each ability range are given places.
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Minister warns schools accused of breaking law on admissions



· Attempts to assess parents reported to watchdog
· Unfair and covert practices 'must be stamped out' 

Polly Curtis and James Meikle
Friday January 18, 2008
The Guardian 
Ministers have warned schools they will crack down on any breaches of a new admissions code after it emerged that nearly 80 schools have been reported to the admissions watchdog and accused of covertly selecting more able students. 

The schools minister, Jim Knight, has told local authorities to follow the code after reports that some schools are ignoring or circumventing the new rules, which aim to prevent schools from interviewing parents or adopting prohibitively expensive school uniforms. 
Knight said that the vast majority of schools had followed the new code on admissions. But he added: "I am very concerned that formal complaints and other anecdotal evidence suggest that some local authorities and schools are not complying with the law. 

"No ifs or buts - there is absolutely no excuse not to comply with the law to stamp out unfair and covert admission practices which penalise low-income families and increase social segregation." 

Complaints received by the schools adjudicator include parents being asked to supply marriage or birth certificates as part of supplementary forms which are being seen as an attempt by schools to assess parents and how supportive they will be of their child's education. Children in care are not always being given the highest priority - as required by law - and some schools have attempted to find out which order parents put their schools in so they can select only those who made the school their number one preference. 

Academics today report that using postcodes to pick children is still giving middle class children an unfair advantage in the state system because their parents can afford to move closer to the school. 

A paper commissioned by the independent Alexander inquiry into primary education in England says that scrapping the system would do much "to level the playing field". Stephen Machin and Sandra McNally of London University argue that the home advantage "discriminates in favour of those who can afford to choose exactly where they live". 

A handful of local authorities, most notably Brighton, have recently introduced a lottery system to allocate places instead, and the schools adjudicator this week backed it as a fairer alternative. 

Knight admitted at a select committee of MPs this week that parents in some rural areas would not be able to have their choice of school and the schools commissioner said there were problems for oversubscribed inner-city schools too. 

The shadow children's secretary, Michael Gove, said: "Instead of rationing access to a few good schools we need to create more good school places. The current system restricts excellence to a few. We would allow every parent the right to have their children educated in a good new school, by creating at least 200,000 new school places."

From The Times
January 18, 2008

Schools still cherry-picking the better-off families
Alexandra Frean, Education Editor 
State schools are still using covert forms of selection to cherry-pick high-performing middle-class pupils, the Schools Minister said yesterday.

Jim Knight has written to town halls to say that the Government will no longer tolerate schools or local authorities that flout the legally binding admissions code that was introduced last year to stamp out backdoor selection.

The code bans schools from interviewing children or parents or asking for extra information to help them weed out pupils from poorer homes who may be more difficult to teach.

Mr Knight said that he was very concerned that formal complaints and anecdotal evidence suggested a number of glaring breaches of the code.

There were examples of schools inviting parents or children for interview, not giving priority to children in care or asking about the order in which parents ranked their choice of schools – all outlawed by the code.

One school, St Philomena’s Catholic High School for Girls in Sutton, asked to see copies of parents’ marriage certificates. Hamilton Primary School in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, asked parents to state the reasons for applying.

In the 11 months since the code’s introduction, Mr Knight said that the independent Office of the School Adjudicator, which regulates the admission system, had ruled on 79 cases relating to admission in September 2009.

“There is absolutely no excuse not to comply with the law to stamp out unfair and covert admission practices, which penalise low-income families and increase social segregation,” he said.

Schools in breach of the code face formal complaints procedures and investigations. They may be forced to admit pupils they have turned down even though they are already full.

Yesterday Mr Knight introduced a new mandatory admission appeal code to make it easier for parents to appeal against decisions not to admit their children.


Schools 'flouting admission laws'

16 hours ago
Some schools are flouting new laws designed to give all parents a fair chance of winning places for their children, ministers have warned.

Official complaints over admissions suggest some families are still falling victim to unfair discrimination by schools and councils, according to the Government.

Schools minister Jim Knight said he was "very concerned" that headteachers were breaking the legally-binding admissions code, introduced a year ago to stamp out so-called "covert" selection.

The new code bans schools from interviewing children or parents, or asking for extra information designed to weed out pupils from poorer homes who may be more difficult to teach.

Speaking as new rules on admission appeals came into force, Mr Knight said: "The vast majority of schools have adhered to the mandatory school admissions code.

"Hundreds of thousands of children have a fair chance of getting into a school of their choice.

"But I am very concerned that formal complaints and other anecdotal evidence suggest that some local authorities and schools are not complying with the law.

"No ifs or buts - there is absolutely no excuse not to comply with the law to stamp out unfair and covert admission practices, which penalise low-income families and increase social segregation.

"It is unacceptable that children may be missing out on school places because unlawful arrangements are in place almost 12 months on from the code becoming statutory."

The independent Office of the Schools Adjudicator, which regulates the admission system, has investigated objections against 79 schools in the last year, where their admission practices have breached legislation.

(from Press Association)

System short on parental choice? 

New government rules on how schools admit pupils are being flouted, an investigation by the independent Office of the School Adjudicator has revealed. Critics are calling for greater transparency in the system. 
JOHN DUNFORD,GENERAL SECRETARY, ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL AND COLLEGE LEAVERS 
For a long time now politicians have pretended to parents that they have choice of which school they send their children to. 

They don't have choice, they can exercise a preference. 

And pretending they have a choice is just not sensible in a world where there just aren't enough school places to fulfil those choices. 

FIONA MILLAR, COLUMNIST, THE GUARDIAN 
Personally, I would prefer to see a more uniform system of admissions so that schools take their children from their local community, but I can see that we have gone beyond that point now with so many own-admission schools. 

I think the key point today is how the code is policed effectively because Jim Knight is saying that local authorities and parents need to challenge the local schools if they're not administering admissions fairly. 

But that's a system that relies on someone making a complaint and fair systems don't become fair just because someone complains. 

So I think we need a more rigorous system of policing what some schools are doing. 

MICK BROOKES. GENERAL SECRETARY, NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF HEAD TEACHERS 
Not all parents can have their choice of school. That is simply not going to happen. Some parents will be disappointed. 

We know that when you are admitting a child with special needs, that child is not going to contribute to your success. 

I wonder whether there are occasions where children who are not making the grade perhaps do not have a fair crack of the whip. 

STEVE SINNOTT, GENERAL SECRETARY, NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS 
Parents have been sold the moon with the choice and diversity agenda. 

Fuelled by league tables, many parents now believe erroneously that only a few good schools are available to them. 

That in turn fuels parental dissatisfaction and unnecessary appeals. 

The sooner the government understands that the choice agenda undermines the spirit of the admissions code the better. 

MICHAEL GOVE, SHADOW SCHOOLS MINISTER 
Instead of rationing access to a few good schools we need to create more good school places. 

Our plans would allow good new schools to open in precisely those areas where parents are denied a proper choice. 

The current system restricts excellence to a few. 

Story from BBC NEWS:

	Top schools should allocate places 'by lottery' 


By Graeme Paton, Education Editor 


Last Updated: 2:26am GMT 17/01/2008
Popular schools should choose pupils through lotteries to stop middle-class parents monopolising places, the admissions watchdog said yesterday.

Greater regulation is needed because unfettered access to the best schools is leading to social segregation, Philip Hunter, the chief schools adjudicator, said.

Dr Hunter told the Commons children, schools and families select committee that "advantaged middle-class parents will always find ways of advancing their cases" and lotteries should be used to ensure that poor pupils get into popular comprehensives.
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The comments will restart the debate over the use of so-called "random allocation" to distribute school places.

This year, Brighton will become the first city in England to employ the system as a tie-breaker at over-subscribed secondaries.

In March, more than 2,000 children will be awarded places using an electronic ballot. 

However, there are fears that many living just a few hundred yards from schools will be denied places.

Dr Hunter insisted that giving parents a free choice between different state schools left the working classes with an inferior education.

"Advantaged middle-class parents will always find ways of advancing their cases and that sort of thing is not accessible to other people, and something must be done about that," he said. 

"Unfettered parental choice and the market leads inevitably to social segregation. The only answer to that is regulation."

Dr Hunter, who is responsible for policing school admissions rules, admitted that "you will never get a position in which all schools have exactly the same proportion" of pupils from poor backgrounds.

But he said: "Where there is an unacceptable degree of segregation, somebody has got to intervene. Sometimes that can be done without too much difficulty locally. 

"But in my experience those kind of interventions are extremely difficult. You must be aware that it's not an easy matter to approach a situation and to get into the social engineering business."

The Government has backed the use of lotteries and fair banding, in which all pupils sit an entrance test and equal numbers from each ability range are given places.

An admissions code published last year banned the use of interviews to select pupils and said that lotteries could widen access for "those unable to afford to buy houses near to favoured schools".

Asked by MPs about lotteries, Dr Hunter said: "They are coming in more and more and that is probably very sensible too. 

"They are one of the methods that can be used as a way of dealing with unacceptable social segregation."

However, he added: "You will still have areas in which there is a degree of social and racial segregation which some of you and the Government and some people locally will feel uncomfortable about."

Decisions on lotteries are left to local authorities, although some individual schools with power over their own admissions, including city academies, have also adopted the system.

The Office of the Schools Adjudicator does not have the authority to impose lotteries, but can rule whether or not they are legally enforced. 

Brighton's decision to employ the system was referred to the adjudicator following protests from parents, but the watchdog backed the plans.
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