	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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	Top schools should allocate places 'by lottery' 


By Graeme Paton, Education Editor 


Last Updated: 2:26am GMT 17/01/2008 Daily Telegraph
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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Call for lotteries on school places

Last updated at 20:38pm on 16th January 2008  Daily Mail 


Comments
 

Social and racial segregation in schools needs to be tackled, according to Dr Hunter 

Lotteries should be introduced for school places to tackle social and racial segregation, a watchdog said yesterday. 

Dr Philip Hunter said politicians must be prepared to use "social engineering" because middle-class parents were using parental choice in admissions to try to dominate the most sought-after schools. 

Lottery admissions systems could help broaden the mix of pupils at such schools. 

Dr Hunter, the chief schools adjudicator, is responsible for ensuring schools follow the Government's new admissions code, which is aimed at combating "backdoor" selection. 

He told MPs on the Children, Schools and Families Select Committee: "Middle-class parents will always find ways of advancing their cases and something must be done about that. 

"Unfettered parental choice and the market leads inevitably to social segregation." 

Asked about lottery admissions systems, he said: "They are coming in more and more and that is probably very sensible. They are one of the methods that can be used to deal with unacceptable social segregation." 

The National Confederation of Parent Teacher Associations condemned Dr Hunter for appearing to attack families seeking to do the best for their children. 

