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1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1
To advise and seek the views of the Forum on the Essex Choice Advice Service for the academic year 2010/2011.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 ‘Section 86(1A) of the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 places a duty on local authorities to provide advice and assistance to all parents when they are deciding which schools to apply for’. (School Admissions Code, DCSF).  The primary focus of the Choice Advice Service is the transition to secondary school, however it is planned to extend the service to include the early years transition.  This is a statutory service and Appendix 5 of the School Admissions Code provides a full description of the role of the Choice Advice Service.

2.2 The government has provided the local authority with funding to establish an independent Choice Advice Service, available to all families living within their boundary, irrespective of where their children attend primary and secondary school.      

3. KEY FEATURES OF THE CHOICE ADVICE SERVICE

3.1 The Essex Choice Advice Service has been based within the Parent Partnership Service since 1 April 2009 and is line managed by the Parent Partnership Managers.  This ensures that the service is at arms-length from Planning and Admissions and also the Parent Partnership Service already has established links with the relevant target groups as required by the DCSF.  The Planning and Admissions Manager provides input to the Choice Advice service regarding current legislation and related issues.

The current Essex Choice Adviser came into post on 28 September 2009, employed on a term-time basis working a 37 hour week in the Autumn Term and 20 hours a week in both the Spring and Summer terms, including two negotiable 37 hour weeks in August.
3.2 Some children are at a disadvantage because their parents struggle to engage with the education system and the Choice Advice Service can address this by providing advice and guidance to those who need it most.   The aim is to promote equality of opportunity through inclusion, thereby ensuring a level playing field.  Choice Advice should enable parents who find it hardest to engage with and navigate the admissions process, to make informed decisions about which schools will best meet their child’s needs, by providing a wealth of information, using local knowledge of what individual schools have to offer.  However, the Choice Adviser does not make decisions for parents and cannot guarantee a place at a particular school.

3.3 The range of information that the Choice Adviser can provide include:

· How the co-ordinated admissions system works in Essex and neighbouring local authority areas;
· Admission policies for the different types of schools;
· Performance and value-added data for appropriate schools;
· How to explain school Ofsted reports
· Admissions data from previous years, including the number of applicants received, number of children admitted and success rate of appeals;
· The school’s own description of their offer contained in their prospectus and their online School Profile, including their ethos and any special facilities;
· Special needs and disability policy and provision;
· Details of the curriculum offered including the school’s specialism in the case of Specialist Schools;
· Term dates and school day hours;
· Transport details including financial assistance to help with the cost of travel to and from school and home to school distances;
· Details of school uniform policy and how families can obtain financial assistance to help with cost;
· How to apply online or by post.

4. ACTIVITY SO FAR

4.1 Contact with the Choice Advice Service so far has been through the Choice Advice Helpline, 01245 437622 and the Choice Advice email, choice.advice@essex.gov.uk.  

Referrals have come from:

Contact Essex
Planning and Admissions
Mid Chelmsford TASCC
Parent Partnership
Ethnic Minority and Traveller Achievement Service
Choice Advice leaflet mailings
Schools.

4.2 The Choice Advice Service is now on the ECC website www.essex.gov.uk/choiceadvice and the intranet, under Directorates, Schools, Children and Families, What do we do?  Also, a new generic Choice Advice leaflet has just been printed which will be distributed at other agencies and at any visits to parents and schools by the Choice Adviser.


4.3 All contacts are recorded each month on a word document.  A casework file is maintained of all individual cases.  

4.4 Effective targeting of the hard to reach is paramount in order to focus on fairness and promote equality and diversity.  A way of achieving this is by networking with other agencies to identify those families that might benefit the most from the Choice Advice Service.  Based on data from the Deparment of Communities and Local Government, Indices of Deprivation 2007 for Essex, the target areas for the Choice Advice Service are currently; Maldon, Basildon, Harlow and the Tendring district, in particular Clacton and Jaywick.

The target groups identified so far are:
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In December 2009, working from the Admissions team’s list of ‘non-applicants for a secondary school place’ the Choice Adviser contacted all the primary schools in the target areas.  This was to introduce the Choice Advice Service and offer support to the families of those children listed under each school.  More than 90 primary schools were contacted during the period November – December 2009. As a result of this contact, 9 parents called the Choice Adviser to discuss their application.  These enquiries came from families in Canvey Island, Maldon, Clacton, Harlow and Basildon.

The Choice Adviser has met with the following agencies so far:

-
Children Missing Education
-
Planning and Admissions
-
Essex Parenting Commissioner
-
Home Education
-
Ethnic Minorities and Traveller Achievement Service
-
Early Intervention Team
-
Tendring District Children’s Centre Managers
-
Families In Focus
-
Maldon Children’s Centre co-ordinator
-
Education Welfare West Team
-
Harlow Children’s Centre co-ordinator

4.5 School Visits to deliver Choice Advice presentation

-
Trinity St Mary’s Primary School, South Woodham Ferrers 

(7 Oct
’09)
-
Howbridge Junior School, Witham (13 Oct 09)

In both instances, six parents attended. 

4.6 Home Visits

-
Accompanied a parent partnership officer to visit a family in 
Basildon where mum has learning difficulties.
-
Referral from Planning and Admissions Manager of Polish family 
in Kirby Cross. Parents spoke very little English, so with help 
from 
teenage daughter to translate, the Choice Adviser 
completed an application form on parent’s behalf for an early 
years application and brought completed form back to County 
Hall. 
-
Accompanied a TASCC Behaviour support officer to visit a 
family in Chelmsford where mum has learning difficulties.  There 
were two children, one with a statement and mum wanted to 
move schools due to parental bullying.  Mid-year application 
form completed by the Choice Adviser and returned to County 
Hall. The statemented child was referred to Parent Partnership. 

4.7 Admission Appeals

In August 2009, the Choice Advice Manager supported a family in Braintree appealing to Notley High School.  The family were successful in their appeal and mum told the Choice Advice Manager, ‘I could not have done it without you.’  

In January 2010 the Choice Adviser supported a family at an appeal for Clacton County High.  This case was referred to the Choice Advice Service by the Planning and Admissions Manager.  The family had moved from London to Clacton and have two children, one in Year 9 and one in Year 11.  Following a home visit to discuss the case, the Choice Adviser accompanied mum and the children at the appeal and presented mum’s case on her behalf.  Both children were successful with their appeal.

Choice Advice details will be included in the National Offer day mailings for the academic year 2010/11 for early years and secondary applications.  Demand for Choice Advice support at appeals will be monitored closely.

4.8 Future Plans

-
Continue to build solid and positive relationships with other 
agencies through effective communication.


-
Parent-friendly booklet


-
Development of unique CA identity


-
Children’s Centres


-
Y5 parents evenings


-
Secondary School open evenings


-
Develop strategies to target the ‘hard to reach’ parents in areas 
of deprivation


-
Develop knowledge of secondary schools


-
Offer drop-in sessions to primary schools to talk to Year 5 


parents about the admissions process.
-
Extend service to the early years, including CPD training for 

early years practitioners.

In summary the Choice Advice Service increases capacity to the excellent work already being carried out by partner agencies.  It helps to build confidence for parents, particularly those who find it difficult to engage, around the whole admissions process and the decisions they make about the choice of school for their children.

The number of non-applicants for a secondary school for the academic year 2010/11 was 272, which represents 1.7% of the total possible applicants.


5. FORUM ADVICE AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 The views of the Forum are sought on the work carried out to date by the Choice Advice Service and any recommendations for further work in the next admissions round.
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