AGENDA ITEM 5
	Essex Admission Forum
	EAF/08/10

	Date: 30 November 2010
	


The Distribution of the Annual Composite Primary and Secondary School Admission Prospectuses 

Report by School Planning and Admissions Manager – School Planning and Admissions 
Enquiries to Shamsun Noor 01245 436 353
1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1
To advise the Forum of a proposed revised approach to the distribution of the annual composite admission prospectuses by the Local Authority, and to seek the view of the Forum on this issue. 
2. BACKGROUND

2.1 The statutory School Admissions Code (the Code) requires that local authorities produce a composite admissions prospectus each year in relation to the application and admission process. This is, essentially, to enable parents to be able to access information in one source when making applications for primary or secondary school places for the following September.  
2.2 The Code requires that the composite prospectuses be produced and published by 12 September each year in relation to the admission arrangements for the September of the year that follows.       

2.3 It is a legal requirement for a local authority to ensure that the composite prospectuses are placed on the website of the local authority in question by 12 September. In addition, hard copies must be available free of charge, on request, from every maintained school and Academy in the local authority area.
2.4 Composite prospectuses must contain a copy of the common application form which parents may access should they wish to make a paper application for a place, rather than apply online.     

3. The Essex Context 
3.1 In Essex, whilst the Local Authority is able to produce one single composite prospectus for the secondary school admission process, this is not practical in the case of primary schools, given the very large number of schools involved.   

3.2 Recent practice has been therefore, for the primary admissions process, to produce one general information prospectus containing the common application form and other appropriate information and guidance on the application process itself. Four separate locality based brochures (admission policy directories) are also produced which list each individual school’s details and admission policies setting out the oversubscription criteria and the published admission numbers. This approach complies with the relevant statutory requirements.  

3.3 The law does not require that each and every eligible parent be provided with a hard copy of the composite prospectus as a matter of course. However, the practice in Essex and in many other local authority areas has traditionally been to automatically distribute the prospectuses, en masse, to relevant parents, certainly in the case of children transferring from primary to secondary school. The usual method adopted is to distribute supplies of the secondary prospectus to primary schools for distribution to parents of Year 6 children via pupils, with an associated covering letter. This is how this process is carried out in Essex. 
3.4 With regard to the primary application process, in Essex, it has been practice to directly mail relevant parents (established through GP registration data) with the general information prospectus, containing the application form along with a covering letter about how to apply online if parents wish to do so. The detailed admission policy directories are available on request and in the case of all versions, they are, as required by law, placed on the Council website and distributed to schools for reference.    
4. The Proposed New Approach 
4.1 For the past four years, the Local Authority has striven to increase the number of parents applying for school places online. All relevant and known parents, both for the primary and secondary process receive an individual letter with a Unique Identity Code (UID) to be able to log onto the online admissions portal accessed via the Council website and to submit an online application. 

4.2 The benefits for parents applying online are multiple – they can receive an immediate email acknowledgement of their application, it enables parents to be able to view and amend their preferences online up to the closing date and to also receive an email on the prescribed offer day with the outcome of their application, a day earlier than those applying by paper. 
4.3 It has been Government policy for a number of years to encourage local authorities to promote access to online facilities. The benefits for local authorities in encouraging parents to apply online include reduced need for storage space for paper applications, and less manual data entry.

4.4 In Essex, during the most recently completed admission round for September 2010 entrants, more than 60% of parents applied online which equates to in excess of 18,000 parents out of approximately 32,000 applications (in the normal admission round) in total.

4.5 However, it is now considered to be an appropriate time to consider more radical methods of increasing the online take up. What is suggested and proposed is that the Local Authority no longer issues the composite prospectus to parents as a matter of routine, whilst still continuing, of course, to comply with the legal requirement to provide a prospectus on request and publish it on the Council website.

4.6 The current financial constraints in the public sector make the adoption of this proposed approach even more timely. The proposed method, about which more is detailed below, would, in simple monetary terms, save the Council, as a minimum, in the region of £25,000 per year.   

4.7 The proposition, in line with the approach adopted by other large shire authorities, for example Hertfordshire and Surrey is that the Local Authority would still write to parents directly about the admissions process, and advise of the online application process as is the case currently. The correspondence would also refer to the availability of the prospectuses online and on request, whilst including an explanatory leaflet, setting out the critical information about the process. This leaflet would include, for example, the closing date, preference ranking, late applications and the prescribed offer dates and appeals information.
4.8 Local authorities, such as those mentioned above, have reported an increased online uptake using the method described, achieving up to 90% and more of applications being made online.

4.9 The composite prospectuses would still be produced and copies distributed to schools for reference and available for parents on request, albeit a smaller number would be printed and a more basic (black and white) format used.

4.10 There are, of course, risks in adopting this new approach. Some parents, perhaps in areas of higher deprivation and disengagement, may either not have personal computer, or not be inclined to apply online or request a paper application form. There is an argument to suggest that in such cases, it is always easier to elicit a response if a form is sent directly as a matter of course. Parents who do not apply, or apply late, seriously compromise their chances of being offered a school of their preference. This consideration must be taken into account. 
5. Forum Advice and Recommendation

5.1 The Forum is asked for its view and recommendation as to whether the Local Authority should continue with the approach taken in previous years with the distribution of the composite prospectuses, or whether the Local Authority should proceed to implement the revised approach detailed in paragraph 4.7.                                                   
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