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1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1
To seek the view of the Forum on whether the Local Authority should increase the number of preferences that parents can express on their application for secondary school places in the normal admission round. This follows a representation made from a resident requesting a change.    
2. BACKGROUND

2.1 The law requires that local authorities adopt qualifying schemes for co-ordinating applications for school admission from all parents resident within their administrative area. This must be done by 15 April each year, in advance of the admission round that commences the following September i.e. the scheme for co-ordinating applications for admission in the 2012/13 school year must be determined by 15 April 2011, prior to the opening of the application period in September 2011.  
2.2 The statutory School Admissions Code states that local authorities must produce a common application form (CAF), which must be available both online and in paper format and that as a minimum, the form must allow parents to express a preference for up to 3 schools, in rank order, when submitting their applications. This requirement applies for both primary and secondary school applications.       

2.3 In Essex, the co-ordinated scheme for secondary school admissions allows parents to express a preference for up to four secondary schools in rank order. Thus, the legal minimum is exceeded. 
2.4 The arrangements established in Essex, allowing up to four preferences for secondary applications have been in place for several years and there has, until recently, been no concern raised at this arrangement. However, more recently, one detailed representation has been made requesting a change to allow more preferences and it is felt appropriate to ask the Forum to consider this issue.      

3. The Current Situation 
3.1 Some factual information is now provided to assist the Forum in their deliberations on this subject.    

3.2 Data from the most recent secondary admission round demonstrates that the overwhelming majority of Essex parents do get offered a place at one of their preferred schools, within the existing arrangement of allowing up to four preferences. For Year 7 admission into secondary schools with effect from September 2010, as at the national offer day of 1 March, 97% of Essex parents were offered a place at one of the schools listed on their application. Of these, 81% were offered their first preference, 10.5% their second preference, 3.9% their third preference and 1.6% their fourth preference.   

3.3 In terms of pupil numbers, the above figures translate into less than 500 children (<3%) in Essex (out of a total of more than 15,400 applicants) who were not offered a school of preference on the prescribed offer day. These figures for the latest admission round are generally comparable with data from previous years. 
3.4 Of the 15,425 individual Essex children offered a secondary school place on 1 March 2010, in 4,093 cases, the parent(s) expressed a preference for only one school on their application (26.5%). In a further 3,641 cases, the parent(s) expressed a preference for two schools (23.6%), in 3,582 cases preferences were expressed for three schools (23.2%) and in 4109 cases, the parent(s) used up all four preferences (26.6%). 
3.5 There were 459 children in Essex who were not offered one of their parents’ preferred schools on the national offer day, which represents 3% of the total cohort. Of these cases, 112 were where the parent(s) had used up all 4 preferences on their application, meaning a substantial majority (76%) of those parents not offered a preferred school, did not actually use up all of the preferences available.   
3.6 Information from other shire local authorities on the number of preferences allowed may help in contextualising the issue under consideration. The neighbouring authorities of Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Suffolk all allow up to three preferences to be expressed (the legal minimum), which Essex already exceeds by allowing four. Kent, which in terms of pupil numbers is very similar in size to Essex, allows up to four preferences too (and it is worth noting at this point that approximately one in three Kent secondary schools are selective grammar schools).
3.7 All of the London local authorities do allow for up to 6 preferences to be expressed as part of the co-ordinated PAN London scheme of admissions. This recognises the very significant level of movement of pupils across local authority borders in London and the fact that in many areas, there will be perhaps up to six (or even more) secondary schools within a relatively short distance of each other, and  accessible by public transport.
3.8 Buckinghamshire County Council does allow up to six preferences to be expressed and information from the last admission round from this authority demonstrates that less than 2.5% of the overall pupil cohort were actually offered their fifth or sixth preference, equating to 125 pupils out of a total of more than 5,700 pupils. Other authorities that allow more than 4 preferences include Staffordshire and Warwickshire. Data from these 2 authorities from the last secondary admission round confirms that out of a total of more than 13,000 children in total across the 2 authorities, less than 20 (<0.2%) were actually offered a place at a fifth or sixth preference of school.      
4. The Representation Made for a Change
4.1 The Local Authority (LA) has received a representation from a resident living in the South West Basildon area, asking that the LA increase the number of preferences allowed when parents make their application for secondary school places. This, it is argued, will give parents greater choice and opportunities to access a place at a school of their preference. 

4.2 There is a case to say that making a change, to increase the number of preferences does advance the ability of parents to secure a place at a school they prefer, as opposed to being offered a place at a school for which they do not actually make an application. In Essex, as previous data within this report confirms, 3% of parents did not get a school of their preference in the last secondary admission round. Where the LA is unable to offer a place at one of parents’ preferred schools, the LA offers a place at the nearest school to the home address with a place available, which is usually a local, undersubscribed school for which the parent has not expressed a preference.

4.3 It is, of course, the case that increasing the number of preferences allowed, for example from 4 to 5 or 6 does not, by definition, mean that more parents will actually get offered place at a preferred school, since this is dependent upon the overall pattern of parental preferences and the admission policies and oversubscription criteria of the schools applied for. However, it can be argued that, for example, in the area from which the representation has been made, parents can, conceivably, apply for more than 4 schools and have a realistic possibility of securing a place at a 5th or 6th preference of school, since there are schools within an accessible distance, which either partially or wholly select pupils by aptitude or ability. Thus, not being local to the schools does not necessarily mean that in all cases children have little or no chance of being offered a place.

4.4 This is a complex debate around which some judgement needs to be exercised with regard to the balance between allowing for a legally acceptable and reasonable exercise of parental preference, and the changing of a system that is well embedded and works successfully in delivering the requirements of co-ordinated admissions. To date, only this one representation has been made and the statistics demonstrate that were an increase to be made in the number of preferences permitted, it would, in reality, affect a very small number of applicants in the context of the overall picture.   
4.5 Moreover, it is indisputably the case that overwhelmingly, parents who cannot be offered a preferred school have, in the vast majority of cases, exercised their right, quite legitimately, not to express a preference for their local school. The area from which this particular representation has been made is a prime example – parents in this particular of South West Basildon elect not to apply for what is their local secondary school, which is undersubscribed. A proportion of these parents (15 individual applicants in the last admission round) did not get offered a preferred school which equated to 13.5% of the total number of children within the relevant cohort and in attendance at the 2 primary schools in the area. This compares to an overall Essex average of only 3% of parents not being offered a preferred school. It is therefore arguable that parents in this area are disproportionately more likely not to be offered a preferred school and that allowing more preferences would give parents in this area (and perhaps others) more choice. 
4.6 However, there is a wider consideration and discussion which the Forum may wish to consider in this context. Parents living in the area in question elect not to apply for their local secondary school (this applies in all areas, but data confirms the highest concentration of such applicants to be in Basildon, Clacton and Colchester) and one of the factors which influences this pattern of parental preference is, perhaps, parental perception of standards at the local school amongst other issues. In respect of the area from which this representation has been made, the local school was judged to be a ‘good school’ in the last Ofsted inspection. Despite this, parents seek to secure a place at other schools which they prefer that attract a greater number of applications. On occasion, as demonstrated, parents are not able to secure a place at a preferred school and so do actually eventually receive an offer of the local school as the nearest undersubscribed school with a place available. This situation is in no manner unique to Essex and is necessarily the case given the balance that needs to be achieved in managing the supply and demand for school places and in ensuring fair and reasonable access for all children.
4.7 It could be argued that there is no pressing or persuasive case to change a system which already allows parents to express up to 4 preferences when applying for a secondary school place (over and above the legal minimum of 3 preferences) and results in 97% of parents obtaining an offer of a preferred school. Additionally, the Forum may wish to express a view as to whether it is appropriate to implement a change when the current system does result, in the case of those relatively small number of parents who do not receive an offer of a preferred school, of a place being offered at the school that is actually local to the home address. Schools, particularly undersubscribed schools seeking to increase their intake and perceived popularity, may also express a view at a change which results in more children not being offered a place at their school. 
4.8 From an operational point of view, any change to increase the number of preferences permitted would entail significant amendments to already well established processes and routines. For example, literature in relation to the admissions process, including booklets, website information, letters and leaflets would need to be changed. In addition, it would have an impact on the number of preferences that needed to be shared with schools and other local authorities, which could result in the data exchange and offer process taking longer to operate. Inevitably, allowing more preferences to be expressed will result in a greater number of preferences to be processed, resulting in additional tasks for the LA and schools that would otherwise not need to be carried out if the current status quo were to remain. Whilst these issues are not insurmountable, it is felt appropriate that consideration be given to these factors.     

4.9 Pending the view of the Forum, the co-ordinated schemes are also subject to the usual statutory consultation process with all schools and Academies within the Essex area as well as the Admission Forum, and the draft schemes will be circulated to all relevant parties for comment in due course.
5. Forum Advice and Recommendation

5.1 The Forum is asked to consider the information provided in this report and to give its view on the following two options detailed in 5.2 and 5.3.

5.2 The first option is to take the view that a change is not needed and that the existing arrangements, allowing for up to 4 preferences for secondary applications, should stay in place and that the LA should proceed to consult on this basis. If this option is the Forum’s overall view, then it is also requested that this be taken as an expression of the will of the Forum to not adopt any change to the primary scheme in this respect either, and to keep this the same as present, allowing up to 3 preferences. Whilst a detailed summary of the arguments for and against a change to the primary co-ordinated scheme has not been given or provided for the purposes of this report, the issues are generally similar, although no specifically detailed representation has been made to increase the number of preferences allowed on primary school applications.
5.3 The second option is for the Forum to express that it does feel a change to increase the number of preferences is appropriate and that the LA should be asked to consider consulting upon this. If this is the view of the Forum, then Members are asked to state whether this should be to increase the number of preferences permitted to 5 or 6 preferences for secondary school applications.                  
5.4 Additionally, Members are asked to make any additional comment or recommendations they deem appropriate having considered the information presented in this report.                                                                                                         
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