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1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1
To advise the Forum on work undertaken by the Chief Schools Adjudicator in relation to the issue of parents making misleading applications and to seek views on additional actions needed. 
2. BACKGROUND

2.1 The issue of a small number of parents providing inaccurate or deliberately misleading information on applications for school places is not new – schools and admissions officers have had to deal with such matters for many years. 
2.2 The subject made national headline news in the summer of 2009 when a London borough pursued a case through the Courts, where it believed that a parent had deliberately given false information to secure a place for her child at the school of her preference. The action was later withdrawn.      

2.3 The Secretary of State asked the Chief Schools Adjudicator to undertake an investigation into the issue. A copy of his report is attached for information as Annex A.

2.4 Following on from this first report, the Chief Adjudicator was charged with producing a further report for the Secretary of State making some additional recommendations on how to address this issue.    

3. Recent Developments and Future Approach 
3.1 As part of the process of compiling a further report, the Chief Adjudicator has met with a number of local authority representatives to discuss the matter and seek opinion. In January, a meeting was held with representatives of Essex LA at which the Chair of the Admission Forum and an additional Member were present, alongside senior admission officers from other nearby local authorities.  

3.2 Whilst the follow up report is yet to be published, the Adjudicator did indicate what may form part of his final recommendations. This included requiring admission authorities to make a statement in their admission polices about the consequences of making misleading applications i.e. denying another child a legitimate place and having the place withdrawn. Other suggestions were for the government to produce a national media campaign at the start of the application period (perhaps along similar lines to the benefit fraud adverts). 

3.3 In addition, a strengthening of the School Admissions Code (particularly some clarification around what constitutes the main place of residence) as well as of the School Admissions Appeals Code was considered to be valid option.
3.4 At a local level in Essex, the general view of local authority officers is that this issue is not a major problem in the overall context of the number of applications received, although it does prevail as an ongoing issue in the case of applications to particular schools. Given that the Local Authority (LA) receives more than 30,000 applications for each normal admission round, it is not practical or reasonable to request evidence and carry out checks on all applications, and thus local agreements have been reached with some schools where the issue is felt to be of concern.   
3.5 Furthermore, the LA and own admission authority schools do carry out additional checking measures where there is any reason to believe that information on an application may not be genuine and places have been withdrawn where it has been deemed appropriate to do so.
3.6 The difficulty for all admission authorities is that there is no single piece of evidence that can irrefutably prove that a child or parent lives where they claim to do. Put another way, if a parent supplies all of the documentary evidence requested, that does not necessarily mean that they actually do live where the documents say so. In some cases, schools have, as a last resort, carried out home visits in a bid to try and establish whether a child lives at the address stated. Clearly, such action can only be focused upon those cases where, for whatever reason, there is a great degree of doubt.
3.7 Given that additional legal sanctions for parents making misleading applications seems unlikely, there perhaps needs to be a greater focus from deterring parents from making such applications.
3.8 The main source of information for parents making applications for school places are the annual admissions booklets and for those applying online, the County Council website. 
3.9 Currently, the issue is covered in the Essex booklets, but some local authorities have made more explicit statements under headings such as ‘What happens if someone uses a fraudulent address or gives other false information of their application’, actively encouraging parents to come forward with information to report any such instances.  
3.10 Another strategy could be to highlight the need to give correct information (and detail the consequences i.e. withdrawal of a place) on the Common Application Form (or Notes of Guidance) and the website and online admissions system.  
3.11 A more radical approach, adopted by one local authority in the case of applications for a place at a particular school, is to send a letter on Legal Services headed paper, asking that parents sign a statement to verify that the application they have submitted is true and accurate. Whilst this can be seen to have its merits, there is also a counter argument that this is overly aggressive, especially if applied unilaterally to all applicants for a specific school.
4. Forum Advice and Recommendations
4.1 The view of the Forum is sought on the proposal that more explicit statements with regard to misleading applications be made in the admissions booklets, the LA website and the online admissions system. Members are also asked for their thoughts on the more radical approach mooted in point 3.11. 

4.2 The Forum’s advice and recommendations are requested for any additional actions Members wishes to suggest in dealing with this issue.
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