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SUMMARY

Summary

This research investigated how parents are involved in decisions
about which secondary school their children will attend and their
levels of satisfaction, both with the allocation of school places, and
(where appropriate) the appeals procedures. It was concemed
with how local education authorities (LEAs) provide information
to parents and the procedures they have established to allocate
places and deal with subsequent appeals. The role of school staff
at the time of transfer was also of interest.

Not surprisingly, parents were virtually unanimous in endorsing
the importance to them of a secondary school that was well
managed, had a caring environment, good learning facilities, a
good local reputation and a strong policy on discipline. That they
were virtually unanimous in agreeing on the importance of a
support system for children with learning difficulties (indeed
nearly two-thirds strongly agreed with the importance of this
provision) was of interest. Nearness to home and the existence of
a sixth form were also important to most. Sending their child to a
single-sex school was not an issue for the majority.

Decisions about school transfer were, for the most part, made
jointly by parents and children. The vast majority of parents had
attended at least one secondary school open day or evening,
although even given this high level of contact it should be noted
thatnearly one-third of respondents would have welcomed more.
Moving on to the appeals system, it was evident that a range of
approaches was taken, and opportunities to draw on well-regarded
practice would have been valuable. The response parents met
when they had contact with schools, LEAs and appeals committees
varied substantially and where such contact was helpful, courteous
and informative it was appreciated greatly.

The findings highlighted the various admission arrangements in
use and the very different circumstances that pertain in different
areas (sometimes within the same LEA). Most parents said they
were satisfied with the procedures and the outcome, although it
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was clear that there were no easy answers to some of the dilemmas
raised by open enrolment policies. For many parents the allocation
of secondary school places for their children was not an issue of
sustained concern; for others it was a key determinant of their
level of satisfaction with the education service they received. The
need for clear, accessible, comprehensive information at all levels
of the process was apparent, not only for parents but for others
(such as governors) taking part in these procedures. There are
inevitably advantages and disadvantages to each system and care
needs to be taken in developing the optimum approaches, given
the diverse circumstances in which transfers to secondary school
take place.



1. INTHODUCTION

Chapter 1
Introduction

BACKGROUND

The context for the allocation of school places

The right of parents to play a part in the allocation of secondary
school places to their children has featured in debates about
educational provision in recent times. The opportunity to express
a preference for a school, linked to the notion of parents as
consumers, hasbeen akey feature of developments in educational
policy. A commitment to strengthening the parental role was
indicated by the publication of the Parent’s Charter in 1991
(updated in 1994) (GB. DES, 1991) and detailed in the subsequent
White Paper (GB. DFE, 1992a). The potential impact of the
strategies in place has yet to be fully understood, although they
represent a significant departure from the situation in the 1980s
when admissions rules were setby LEAs and parental preference
was only considered where there was selective schooling, orin
relation to single-sex provision.

The Parent’s Charter (GB. DES, op. cit) lays out clearly the
information which schools are obliged tomake available to parents,
and the White Paper (GB. DFE, op. cit} shows a commitment to
enabling schooladmissions procedures to work smoothly. Circular
6/93 (GB. DFE, 1993a) contains advice about drawing up and
operating admissions policies and the appeals procedures, to
facilitate a situation whereby ‘schools and LEAs should operate
clear and appropriate admission policies; that parents should be
able tojudge their chances of gaining admission to any particular
school; if necessary should understand the reason why they have
not gained a place; and if they wish should be able to marshal
suitable arguments for appeal’.

In general terms, there has been an opening up of the options for
enrolment in that parenis may apply for a place for their child at
any maintained school and willbe accommodated if that school is
not over-subscribed (unless there is selection by test results or the
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potential pupil does not meet certain religious criteria). For most
schools, LEAs continue to determine the rules for admitting
pupils where demand exceeds capacity. The parents’ preference
playsapartin the decision-making, althoughitoffers no guarantee
of a place.

This system is made more complex by the existence of voluntary-
aided schools (about 20 per cent of the total), which are mainly
funded by LEAs but partly controlled by (usually religious)
foundations whichappointamajority of members of the governing
bodies, who in tum control admissions policies. In addition,
grant-maintained (GM) schools, which have opted out of LEA
control, may determine their cown admissions arrangements, and
city technology colleges (15 of which were operating by 1993)
which have centrally funded running costs, also have their own
admission arrangements (based on Government guidelines). The
Assisted Places Scheme (established in 1981) has added further
diversity to this mix.

The concept of ‘choice’

The issues surrounding school transfer have been the subject of
much debate and research. There has been clarification of the
often misused word ‘choice’, given that what is available is a
parental right to state a preference for a secondary school (Hunter,
1991). Other writers have focused on the impact of the changes
outlined above on schools. Woods (1992), for example, reported
that schools were now more enthusiastic about ‘selling’
themselves and engaging in promotional activity, although not
about finding out what parents and others think about the school
— the process of ‘environmental scanning’.

Edwards and Whitty (1992) criticised the use of the word ‘choice’,
calling it a slogan and something that can act as an obstacle to
rational discussion. They reported that ‘its connotations of freedom
and individual responsibility may make it seem self-evidently a
“good thing” requiring no careful justification’. A Centre for
Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) report (1994) urged
caution in that ‘a system that allows every school to define its own
clientele will change the structure of schooling in a manner
unlikely to ensure the greatest possible choice for the greatest
number’.

Bush et al. (1993) were concerned that in a climate emphasising
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‘choice’, GM schools would move to the selection of pupils by
tests. They reported that ‘to date the pressure to control intakes
has proved irresistible for some schools’, although they added
that ‘there is nothing inherent in opting out that compels schools
to become selective’. They suggested that under-subscribed
schools may indeed have a greater incentive to be respensive, but
that they may concentrate on making themselves more attractive
to certain (notably middle—class) parents and /or find themselves
constricted in their capacity to act by a budget limited to pupil
numbers. They concluded that ‘there are built-in dangers of
inequities resulting from the quasi-market and no assurance that
itwillautomatically increase choice and educational opportunities
for all’.

To add to the complexity outlined above, Echols et al. (1990)
reported substantial evidence that the incidence of choice
diminishes as the distance of alternative schools from the home
increases. Glover (1992) suggested that ‘the community at large
judges schools according to a variety of factors which, whilst
understood by the schools concerned, may notbe readily changed.
Reputation, as the basis of judgement and choice, appears to lie
behind the actual developments within the schools by many
years’.

Looking at the principles rather than the practice, Alder et al.
(1989) explained that ‘while the individual parents who exercised
choice tended toboost their children’s altainment, the accumulated
effects of individual choosing were said to increase educational
inequalities and social polarisation’. The ‘gaining’ schools were
old-established and formerly selective schools which were larger
and located in areas with a relatively low incidence of
unemployment and single-parent and low-income families. Ball
(1993) explained that ‘in the debate about parental choice, issues
related to defining the social purposes of public schooling, become
obscured, o say the least. The market solution, that choice will
satisfy both individual families and the nation, seems little more
than an act of faith.” A CERI report (1994) found ‘no direct
evidence that this competition improves school performance’ in
that ‘studies show that parents and pupils rarely choose schools
onthebasis of well-informed comparisens of educational quality’.

The research
This study investigated how parents are involved in decisions
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about which secondary school their children will attend and their
levels of satisfaction, both with the allocation of school places, and
(where appropriate) the appeals procedures. It was concerned
withhowLEAs provide information to parents and the procedures
they have established to allocate secondary school places and deal
with subsequent appeals. The role of school staff in relation to
parents at the time of transfer was also of interest.

The research was undertaken from September 1993 to October
1994. Data were collected from LEA officers (at two points in the
research), primary and secondary school headteachers, the chairs
of governing bodies and parents. The work was undertaken in ten
LEAs in England, and ten primary schools in each were selected
for inclusion in the study. Seventy-nine of these 100 schools were
able to participate and each was asked to distribute a questionnaire
to the parents of children from one Year 6 class. The eight
secondary schools visited were selected from LEAs representing
four different systems for allocating secondary school places. In
this chapter some of the relevant issues have been outlined, to
provide a context for the findings contained in the next five
chapters. Staff in the LEAs, those working in primary and
secondary schools and parents are included. Each group of
respondents is dealt with separately, with some of the main issues
highlighted in the final chapter.
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Chapter 2
The Local Education Authorities’
involvement

Contact was made with NFER’s Liaison Officer in each of the ten
LEAs, who was asked to name an officer with responsibility for
the process of transfer to secondary scheols. In each of the LEAs
this person was interviewed to ascertain policies and practice in
their area (in some cases more than one officer chose to provide
information during the interview). They were asked about:

information given to parents

the system in place to administer transfer to secondary schools
the role of governors

the criteria used to allocate places

the situation with GM schools (if applicable)

the appeals procedures

the role of the LEA in facilitating the whole process

the advantages and disadvantages of the current procedures

® & & & 2 & @ @ B

any changes they would like to see in the admissions orappeals
procedures.

Information to parenis

In all the LEAs, parents were sent a booklet (via pupil post at the
current primary school) with details of the transfer procedures
and the schools available to them. In some instances all that
parents would receive automatically would be brief details of the
seccndary schools contained in these booklets. In others they
would be given the prospectus of their local school and in yet
others the prospectuses ofall schools appropriate to that area. The
difference in the extent of information passed on to parents and
the form it took indicated the different approaches taken to the
allocation of places to secondary schools. Asstated, some parents
received several school prospectuses relating to their area -— in
one LEA as part of a package consisting of a letter, choice form,
and policy statement booklet, Some LEA officers referred to a list
of secondary school open days being sent to parents.
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The content

The information gathered during the course of the research varjed
in its appearance, content and readability. Some of'the
documentation was encouraging in tone, suggesting that pagents
visit as many schools as they could, read the prospectuses-and
decide which one was best for theirchildren’s future. For example,
one LEA had distributed a comprehensive, readable document
witha detailed explanation of secondary education in the authority
and with several pages of information about each school. In
another, anattractive, well-presented booklet contained everyday
phrasing such as ‘Do brothers or sisters already attend?’ — when
explaining the significance of sibling attendance in the allocation
of places. It alsc made clear the parents’ position by stating in
large text that: ‘every effort will be made to meet your
PREFERENCE, although a place is assured at a County school
which serves your area. Applications to other schools depend on
places being available. It helps your application to list the
REASONS which are appropriate for the School’s admissions
criteria.’

Conversely, the letter to parents in another LEA was written in the
following style. It was a response to the guidance in Circular 6/
93 (GB. DFE, 1993a), which explained that parents should be told
how the order of preference for schools they gave would be dealt
with, and illustrated how difficult it was to convey information of
this sort, It had to be digested by parents who may have been
unfamiliar with the terms used and confused by the procedures
outlined.

If your preferred school is not the ‘provided” one and your
preference cannot be met, you will be notified by the end of
January 1994 and will be able to appeal against the decision, if
you so wish. At this time you may indicate an alternative
preferenice. However, you should be aware that as the allocation
of places will be done on the basis of parents’ first preference,
it is possible, at this stage, that the school of your second choice
will be full — this could be your provided school.

The timing

In all LEAs, information was sent to parents in the autumn term
prior to the transfer, with a range from the middle of September
to the middle of November, The revision of the previous year’s
information generally took place during the summer. An




2. THE LOCAL EDUCATION AUTHORITIES' INVOLVEMENT

indication of the change some LEAs had encountered in recent
times came from the officer who said that previously they had not
had to start the process until January, but now there was so much
more to consider that this had been put back several months.
Some officers mentioned responding to requests for information
about secondary schools from the independent sector inone LEA
a couple of such schools were said to ask regularly for 15 sets of
material). Others had a more systematic approach. In one LEA
the parents of pupils in independent primary schools were sent
information to their home addresses (provided by the schools)
and in another it was sent o the home addresses of all residents
in Years 5 and 6 who attended schools outside the authority (this
also being the only reference to the parents of pupils below Year
6 being contacted).

The deadline for parents to express their preference(s) ranged
from the end of November to the middle of December. All the
LEAs allowed at least six weeks for parents to respond (indeed in
onecaseitwas 11 weeks), Atthe time thisresearch was undertaken
{1993-4) there were no references to allowing for performance
tables of secondary schools exam results and other key features
{published annually) toc be taken into account. OUnly one LEA
officer referred to flexdbility in relation to this deadline. He
commented that although responses should be in by the middie
of December, they asked primary headteachers to ensure that a
form had been completed for every child and they allowed an
extra two weeks for the resulis of that chasing up and assistance
tO arrive.

One geographically large LEA had different dates so that it could
stagger the administrative load, and in another, where parents
applied to secondary schools individually, therve was variation in
that each schootheld an openday and the deadline for applications
was about two weeks after that. In different circumstances, one
LEA officer commented that the secondary school headteachers
had emphasised the need for a cornmon date for applications tobe
lodged, which was increasingly important to smooth operations
niow thatthere were GM schools to include. Inan LEA wherenon-
response to the letter from the authority wasregarded as acceptance
of the place offered in the caichment area school, the date forreply
had a rather different significance.
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Models of practice for the allocation of school places

The variety of procedures used in different LEAs to deal with
transfers to secondary schools has already been referred to.
Information collected from the ten LEAs suggested four main
approaches. The first was quite distinct in that pupils were
allocated a place in a secondary school following an 11-plus
exanination so the first influence on placement was the results of
an assessment. Following that, of course, there were still a range
of factors that could come into play to decide whether or not
parents’ preferences were met, whether it be in the grammar
schoolorhigh schoolsector. The second type, again quite distinct,
was the authority where parents applied toall schools individuaily.
This radical approach had been instigated because there were
several GM schools in the area and pupils moved across the
authority borders to other schools.

The other eight LEAs divided into two groups, although the
distinction was not as clear-cut as for the two already mentioned.
Infour of the authorities, parents were asked to name the school(s)
of their choice on the relevant documentation and return it to the
authority. In the other four they were informed of the school
where their child had been allocated a place and were asked to
confirm that this was acceptable to them or to name an alternative.
As stated, in one of these authorities the letter to parents stated
that non-response from them would be taken as acceptance of the
allocated place.

These four models for the administration of transfer to secondary
school are presented in Table 1. As has been explained, the
circumstances in different LEAs led to different arrangemends.
What were striking, however, were the situations where a choice
was made for parents and the onus was on them to oppose it. As
soon as parents moved ouiside the allocated place they had to
state why this was their preference (whereas in the open system
referred to above, individually initiated choices did notneed to be
explored in the same way).

10
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1 Selective secondary schooling  Selection by 11-plus examination and then
' allocation to either grammar or high school.
Selective secondary schooling is the central
featire although preferences fov particular
schools within each group must also be
considered.

1 irect applications to schools  Parents apply to each school separately. They
may apply to as many as they wish and are
then encouraged to hold on to their best offer.
Minimal LEA involvement.

Parents name the school(s} of their choice on

4 Parenis state preference(s) LEA documentation.
4 Parents accept allocation or Parents are asked to confirm the LEA
state preference(s} atfocation or to state their preferencel(s).

Criteria for alloccation

There were four main factors used to allocate places in the LEA
schools— catchment area, siblings attending, medical or personal
circumstances and distance between home and school —although
the order ofsignificance varied. Half of the LEAs stated catchment
area as the primary criterion and the other five used a phrase
about distance, e.g. proximity of home address to the school as the
crow flies. Siblings already attending the preferred scheol was
either firstor second on the listin all ten LEAs. Medical and social
factors were referred to by half of the respendents and they came
gither second or third in the list. One LEA had current siblings as
the first criterion, with home address in relation to the preferred
school and also to any other school the children might attend, as
the second. One LEA planned a change to using distance as the
main criterion for placement in primary schools in rural areas,
and wili probably extend this to secondaryschools. Onlyone LEA
said thatsiblings having previcusly attended the schoolwould be
considered {(after catchment area and siblings currently there).

A single-sex school in one LEA overcame the problem of selection
when it was over-subscribed as a result of first choices, by using
random selection with a microcomputer (after a sibling already at
the school and children in exceptional medical or social

i1
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circumstances). This method is against the guidance in the
Circular on admissions (G.B. DFE, 1993a), which stated that
‘decisions made by lot cannot be tested, and leave no basis for
appeal. If there are a number of pupils who have an equal claim
to a place on other grounds, distance from home to school is a
simple time-breaker; no two pupils are likely to live exactly the
same distance away.’

Although there was clearly a pattern to the criteria used to allocate
places to pupils, where there were GM schools, rather different
systems were evolving and there were some indications of further
changes to come. Inan LEA with several secondary schools, up
to ten per cent of places in these schools were reserved for pupils
with particular skills and aptitudes, and pupils with a close
relative who had attended the school previously were given
pricrity. In another LEA, the GM schools used siblings at school,
distance and attendance at feeder primary schools as their criteria.
The point was made here that the GM schools do not guarantee a
place to pupils in a catchment area as the LEA schools do.
Procedures for schools based on religious groupings were different
in that attendance at a denominational primary school was seen
as leading automatically to placement in the relevant secondary
school (although in one LEA it was said that the Roman Catholic
high school reserved a percentage of places for non-Catholic
pupils).

Only two LEAs made arrangements to reserve any places in
schools. There was general concern expressed in some of the
othersaboutthe difficulties this could create. One officer described
the proposalas ‘very fraughtindeed’. In the two where there were
places held, one referred to a high school holding back five places
and the other to all secondary schools retaining five per cent of
their standard number or ten places.

Appeals

In all but two of the LEAs, officers reported an increase in the
number of appeals, although the position was very different in
different parts of the country. At one extreme, one LEA had
appeals being heard for eight weeks throughout June and July
and needed the administrative framework to deal with
approximately 200 cases taking about half an hour each. About
one-quarter of the parents not offered the school they had selected
were said to appeal and the steady increase in numbers was

12
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thought to be due to the high profile given to parents’ role in
transfer, although it was said to be unfortunate that what parents
have aright to (to express their preference} had been presented as
a choice. Another LEA reported a ‘fairly constant’ figure of
between 20 and 40 appeals each year. In another there were only
four appeals for LEA schools, with an increasing number being
made for places at GM schools.

In one LEA the officer was reluctant to provide any figures on the
appeals because he felt that they would be ‘meaningless’ given
that the levels “depend on the culture of appealing among a group
of parents’. Elsewhere, it was generally feit that further increases
could be predicted given that there was widespread publicity on
parental rights and options and this would encourage people to
take up the challenge. In one authority which had seen a large
increase in the number of appeals from 1992 to 1993, appealing
was said to ‘go in cycles’. Of the 106 appeals in 1993, 89 were for
three rural secondary schools and 61 of these were forone of them.
There was however a general reluctance by others to see a
straightforward upward curve in sight. It was explained that
many factors came into play and thatin some years there could be
surprises that would never be properly understood.

To setthese figures in anational context, data collected by the DFE
{GB. DFE, 1992b and GB. DFE, 1993b} showed a slight fall in the
number of appeals from 1991 /9210 1992/93. Therewas, however,
wide variation between authorities - one reported an increase
from 152 to 468 and one a fall from 1140 to 62 appeals. Of those
providing complete information for both years, just over half had
an increase of at least five per cent in the number of appeals,
whereas about 40 per cent reported a fall of at least five per cent.

The role of governors

The arrangements for allocating pupils to secondary schools was
astanding agenda item at governors’ meetings (at the appropriate
time) in each LEA. Governors discussed admissions before the
documentation for the coming year was produced so that there
was an opportunity for their views to be incorporated. The
governors’ perspectives were sumunarised and if there was
consensus onan issue such as achange in priorities on admissions
criteria then this would be taken forward to the Education
Committee. These arrangemments were in line with the specific
statutory functions outlined in Circular 6/93 (GB, DFE, 1993a).

13
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The role of the LEA

Clearly, the diverse arrangements made differing demands on
LEA staff. Where parents applied directly to schools, the LEA’s
role was said to be monitoring what actually happened, acting as
parents’ advocate when required and strategic planning to meet
children’s needs in the future. In other circumstances the role of
the LEA was described as a ‘very active one’. In one area it was
said to have ‘a coordination role and a responsibility to advise
parents and act as an honest broker. To conduct appeals for LEA
schools and inform and advise parents about the process. To
coordinate admissions between LEA and grant-maintained schools
and act as arbiter’. The responses emphasised the LEAs’
information-giving workrather than the bureaucraticside — they
sought to offer advice and consultancy rather than just to
administrate the system. In one LEA, the word counsel was used
to describe contact with parents. Another comment was that the
LEA was a ‘clearing house’ where as long as there were good
relationships, everything would go smoothly, The LEA could
“sort out the logistics” and ‘ensure fairness and equality to pupils’
allocations’.

Despite the emphasis on the interactive elements of the work,
there undoubtedly was a great deal of administration for LEAs to
effect the system smoothly. The role was said in one LEA to have
four parts — strategic, enabling, regulatory (explaining why a
child was not offered a place) and advisory (mostly explaining the
difference between preference and choice). Having outlined
these four functions, it was then explained that the greatest
amount of time was spent in paperwork and bureaucracy —
making lists and planning and processing the preference forms.

In LEAs with GM schools, these schools had either decided to
administer their own arrangements foradmissions or had ‘bought-
in’ to the LEA system, to continue in much the same way as before.
Ideally, where a GM school had adopted the former approach,
there would be an agreement to exchange information with the
LEA about admissions during the year. The LEA, in these
situations, was said to be walking a ‘thin line’ in that it was ‘on the
one hand providing a service that the GM schools want ... on the
other hand [they] have been seen by our own schools to over-
promote the GM’, and, as one officer reported, ‘I don’t think
there’s an answer to it.” In one LEA with 12 secondary and six
primary GM schools, the administration for admissions had gone

14




2. THE LOCAL EDUCATION AUTHORITIES' INVOLVEMENT

through the LEA butwas duetochange, onereasonbeing thatGM
schools were said to be considering retaining a proportion of their
places for pupils with particular abilities or talents. In LEAs
where there were no GM schools, officers emphasised that they
would hope for a common system for transfer with coordinated
timing, should any such schools emerge.

Officers’ views on the current system

The different arrangements in place for the allocation of secondary
school places were seen to have a variety of advantages and
disadvantages. The system where parents applied directly to
schools was said by the LEA officer involved to work well, being
a common system for all schools (both GM and LEA) and being
simple for parents to understand and operate. One disadvantage
they had anticipated in the LEA was that some parents would fail
to apply to any school, but the fear was said to be unfounded. One
disadvantage they had found was that there could be considerable
delay in people finding out where they had been offered a place.
With multiple offers of places (about 800 of 3,000 places will
change hands in six months), this delay was said to be inevitable.

This seemingly straightforward system would raise considerable
concern in other areas, where great emphasis was placed on the
complexities of the system and the need to provide a simple
procedure for all parents. Where parents named just one school,
and only a second choice if that was unsuccessful, the LEA
reperted this as constructively simple in that it was ‘nice and clear
to parents’. Simplicity was the key to what these officers were
aiming for. In the LEA which now listed schools (with one of the
boxes next to the school names to be ticked) rather than expecting
parents to write a name, it was said that this was a response to last
year’s confusion, caused by different types of school having
different arrangements. Parents sometimes named a GM school
on the LEA form, for example.

One officer admitted being “intrigued’ by LEAs where applications
were made to individual schools, emphasising the concern raised
in the LEA where this operated about people being disadvantaged
by it. The point made was that 'not all parents are able — some
can’t complete a form and the Government thinks everybody can
cope, but it doesn’t work like that. Parents like to go to the LEA
and know where to turn if they feel lost.”

15
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Officers displayed ambivalence about the concept of choice,
believing that it could sometimes gain an unproductive momentum
of its own and go beyond what was desirable. As one officer
explained: "We're usually able to keep people within that fairly
narrow community. It's becoming harder now to do that because
obviously parents are more aware that they can express a choice
and they're looking at other options ... partly the greener grass in
adifferentarea.’ In theirefforts to describe the potential difficulties
caused by different types of schools and different systems for
applying, officers assumed a widespread level of ignorance and,
indeed, inability to learn amongst parents. In their efforts to
ensure equality, they sometimes seemed to assume that parents
could not come fo understand the system. In an LEA with a
selective system and GM schools, the officer commented, for
example, that now the system was more complex and “far more
complicated for parents to understand ... many parents just won't
know whichway to go. They won’t understand what a GM school
is or understand the nuance of that.’

The emphases in the LEAs’ responses were on the need for
coordination and a system of checks and balances in all areas to
ensure that parents were not disadvantaged by a complex system
(particularly where there were GM schools). The beliefexpressed
was that coordination was necessary if the system was to work for
the benefit of parents and children.” All the best laid plans would
be meaningless if there were different systems with different rules
operated by individual schools. The difficulties that this could
lead to were confusion for parents and the loss of an overview by
the LEAs. Asone officer suggested, parents may ‘hold on to more
than one offer and the LEA and school may be unaware of this. As
children now mean money, the problem is becoming more acute.’

In an LEA where preference forms were no longer sent to the
authority, but were sent on to secondary schools by the primary
headteachers, the latter were asked to complete a pro forma
identifying each child and their first and second choice to ensure
that every child was covered. From the LEA perspective, ‘to have
six or seven [pupils] fall through the net would be a disaster”.
When GM schools were considered the aim was to maintain this
coordination as much as possible so that goed relationships were
formed and close working relationships ensured as effortless a
transfer system as possible.
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More fundamentally there was a need, as one officer explained it,
‘to balance parental preference with common sense’. Several
officers referred to potential difficulties, one example being
whether you would hold a place at an over-subscribed local
school for a pupil who lived next door but whose parents had
expressed a preference for a school eight miles away. As one
officer explained, ‘If they don’t get their first choice do you say
“Tough, youshould nothave applied”, because if you save a place
you are giving them two first choices. It is not enough to have an
intellectually pleasing system. Ithas gotto fitin practice.” Clearly,
the LEA was seen as best placed to offer an overview, and the
belief was that it was still seen as the place to go when there were
problems. As one LEA officer explained: Parents still want to
know why there was no place for them, even if it was a GM
school” Another expiained that ‘someone is looking after them
[the parents] if it is handled centrally’. If there is flexibility in the
standard number a schoo! is prepared to admit (some schools
“taking risks” because they know some pupils will not take up
places), then parenis will understandably be confused and will
seek an explanation.

Points arising

@ Some procedures patronised parents and assumed that they
had a limited capacity for becoming informed, rather than
seeking to involve them in a system that was comprehensive
and informative.

® There i a need for checks and balances to ensure that ail
parents take part and have their wishes represented. A CERI
Report (1994) recommended intervention to ensure that
‘educationally underserved’ groups are able to benefit fully
where choices are made, the point being that ‘creating the
possibility is not enough’.

® The importance of clear, accessible information for parents
that provides a basis for them to make informed decisions was
evident.

@ There is a need to recognise the very different circumstances
that pertain in different areas (sometimes within the same
LEA) and to acknowledge that no one solution will apply
across the board.

#® ltisnoteworthy thatcatchmentarea was the first criterion used
in the allocation of secondary school places in half the LEAs.
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Itis crucial to have a system for the coordination of admissions
arrangements with a structure and timetable, particularly
when GM schools are involved.

The climate is changing and there needs to be clarification of
what ‘preference’ and ‘choice’ meanand what parents’ decisions
are based on.

There are philosophical problems raised here — about access
to choice, the meaning of choice and how to reconcile the
‘winners” and “losers’— which could be clarified by further
debate and analysis. There are no easy answers to what, for
many people, is not an issue of sustained concern and yet for
othersis a key determinant of their level of satisfaction with the
education service they receive.

What may appear to be a very open system maximising real
choice may simply not be a realistic approach in some places.
There are inevitably advantages and disadvantages to each
system, and care needs to be taken in developing the optimum
approaches, given that circumstances vary so much.

The terms in which ‘choices’ are presented will make a
significant difference and a range of options were addressed
here. Abroader context was set by a CERIreport (1994), which
explained that in Sweden schools are allocated and there is a
system for choosing a different one if preferred whereas in
New Zealand there is no steering towards a particular school.



3. PRIMARY SCHOOL HEADTEACHERS' INVOLVEMENT

Chapter 3
Primary School Headteachers’
Involvement in Transfer

The primary headteachers’ pro forma

A pro forma was sent to the headteacher in the 100 primary
schools selected. The sampling here sought reasonably seif-
contained districts with several secondary schools and their
associated feeder primary schools. The pro forma asked about
headteachers’ involvement with parents in relation tc secondary
school transfer and for their views on the current system in their
area. The accompanying letter sought their assistance in
distributing a questionnaire to parents of pupils in Year 6 (via
pupil post) and they were asked to state the number of pupils in
Year 6 in their school {or the number in one class if they had more
than one class). The response to the pro forma is shown in Table 2.

Returning pro forma 79
Unable to take part 1
No respenge 7
Totat 100

Assistance to parenis

When asked what assistance they or their colleagues gave to
parents who were in the process of selecting a secondary school,
the majority ofheadteachers said that they handed out information
and/or prospectuses. The emphasis in their comments was on
local provision and only one specifically referred to information
onschools outside the authority. More thanhalfofthe headteachers
said that they (or one of their senior colleagues) were available to
parents and willing to talk about the transition to secondary
school. Just over one-quarter said that they held meetings to
inform parents (sometimes stating that headteachers from local
secondary schools would also attend these).
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Other assistance given included appraisal of the child at parents’
evenings (presumably in terms of academic potential, in an
authority with selection); writing letters of support for families
experiencing difficulty in obtaining a place at the school of their
choice; publicising open evenings at the secondary schools and
encouraging parents to visit; and arranging for children in their
top year to spend time in local secondary schools. Clearly, most
of what was reported related to the passing on of information and
the opportunity for further discussion if required. A major
concern was that some families would be disadvantaged in that
they were unfamiliar with the formal, sometimes complex, and
potentially misleading, system they faced. There were a few
references to providing practical help for parents who may have
found the procedures somewhat daunting. One headteacher
explained that ‘one teacher focuses on this area and follows-up
families who do not return forms, visits homes and takes parents
to the schools for interviews where necessary’.

What was clear from these headteachers’ responses was that there
was great diversity among the ten LEAs involved. For some
primary headteachers there was relatively little to do in the sense
that most of their pupils went on to one (or possibly two) local
schools and the only expectation of them was to keep that
predictable process going — perhaps by handing out brochures
or hosting an evening meeting. In other circumstances there was
little primary schools could do because a pattern of choice was
well established and there appeared to be little room for change.
As one headteacher explained ‘two-thirds of the pupils go to a
secondary schocl in the neighbouring authority. We have never
actively encouraged this school {as a choice] (because of loyalty to
the LEA) but parents prefer it.’

Inothersituations therewas, potentially, alarge-scale coordinating
and information-giving exercise for schools to engage in. Where
there were several secondary schools for parents to consider, this
obviously meant that more information and meetings were
required and that parents were more likely to have queries and
concerns. Indeed, the sheer complexity could reduce the input
primary schools could have. As one headteacher explained, ‘in
this area secondary schools have their own arrangements, and
due to the complex nature of the system, primary schools can do
little other than pass on any information as and when it appears.
It is very much a parental choice situation and most primary
schools feed several secondary schools.”
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Views on the current arrangements

As stated, the diversity across the LEAs was striking. Indeed,
within the same LEA very different responses emerged, reflecting
local differences in options for choice. Headteachers’ comments
from the same authority illustrated this point. One said he felt
that the ‘appeals process in the Borough is fair but I do not know
much about its workings. Every child from our catchment area
goes to the school they request on the Secondary School Choice
Form.” Another lamented: “Toc many appeals, too protracted’;
and a third complained of a widespread ‘lack of understanding re
criteria for places when schools are over-subscribed. The LEA
look to the first choice and often parents are unable to get their first
choice and lose their second choice also because places there are
filled by others making that school their first choice.’

As was to be expected, what headteachers felt about the workings
of the present system reflected the extent to which an active choice
of school was an issue in their area. Where it was, they were more
likely to refer to difficuities or complexities. Where the situation
was very straightforward, headteachers were unlikely to have
strong views on these issues. The latter group included the
headteacher who reported that ‘we have 97 per cent of our
children opting for, and attending, the local secondary school,
which is high on everybody’s choice list’ and the one who
commented on the local secondary school’s excellent reputation,
and the fact that it was many people’s first choice in the area. The
primary school staff were said to be ‘fortunate’ in that ‘when
parents discover that staff at this school send their children to the
local secondary school we find that we do not need to give them
any assistance save to reassure them that, despite the size, their
children will be well cared for’.

Where headteachers identified concerns about choice, these
focused on parents’ difficuities in understanding and finding a
way through the arrangements. There was very little commenton
the principles of choice and whether the current arrangements
were right in their general approach. Most focused on the
practicalities, although there was oneheadteacherwho commented
that choice was a ‘good thing’, and another who said that the
‘zone’ system previously in operation had seemed to work well
and allowed for a small number of pupils going outside ‘their’
zone without the current levels of ‘marketing’.
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Headteachers’ responses reflected the very different situations
they were working in. Some distinguishing features were not
easily overcome —- rural areas where the need for transport gave
anew perspectiveonchoice and well-established “popular’ schools
that drew students in high numbers were examples. As one
headteacher explained: ‘The local high school is a pepular choice.
Their limit on pupil numbers [intake] is too low. Therefore it
would appear many parents who would like their children to
transfer to the school have to go through an appeals procedure.
There is no true parental choice.” What also came through from
these comments was the point that where parents were making a.
considered choice, weighing up the options (certainly not the case
in some of these LEAs), the system for effecting this needed to be
simple and had to be seen to be equitable. Parents need to
understand how the procedures work and what their role is and
support structures are needed to ensure that parents (and of
course the main players in all this, the students) are not
disadvantaged. Any delay in completing the preference forms
could resultintheloss ofaplaceatthe school chesen. Headteachers
wanted some checks and balances to ensure equity. As one
explained: ‘There is now no way that primary schools know for
certain whether parents have submitted their application forms.
Until two years ago all forms came back to the primary school. In
socially deprived areas this is a problem.’

Points arising

® The headteachers reported uncertainty for parents if too many
optionswereoffered, which suggests aneed for more concerted
efforts to involve parents. The point about taking care not to
patronise parents was raised here again.

® There is undoubtedly some confusion where GM schools are
working within LEA procedures, and there is aneed to provide
as much information as possible. "

® There were problems with the criteria for allocating places —
sometimes these were too “woolly’.

® Headteachers were uneasy where parents sought staffs’ views
on which school was ‘best’ and needed to be clear about, and
to explain, what their role was.

® Headteachers were anxious about the ‘administrative
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nightmare’ of parents applying to several schools and there
being no central administration monitoring this. From their
perspective, there had to be some way of ensuring that all
parents were involved and that there were no abuses of the
system.

There were concerns about the lengthy appeals procedures.

In terms of equality of access, headteachers were concerned
where parents applied directly to GM schools and had another
LEA first choice. This gave parents choice but was complex to
administer.

In some areas geographical boundaries meant being on the
border of three LEAs (and potentially having GM schools) —
a situation which caused confusion for parents and, again,
called for strong structures of information and support.

The limitations of an LEA only allowing one choice on the form
were raised — a system which was very restrictive if parents’
preferences were to be taken seriously.

The concerns identified in the literature about choice becoming
the preserve of the influential /mobile were reinforced here .

Headteachers were disappointed that some traditional patterns

of attending local schools had been broken, with some pupils
now unable to obtain a local place.
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4. SECONDARY SCHOOL HEADTEACHERS’ AND GOVERNORS' VIEWS

Chapter 4
Secondary School Headieachers’ and
Governors’ Views

As stated, the various arrangements for administering transfer to
secondary school in the ten selected LEAs fell into four main
types. Four LEAs were selected, one to represent each type —
selection by the 11-plus, parents applying directly to individual
schools, parents namingaschool(s) and parents responding to the
LEA’s school allocation. In each of these four LEAs, the ofticer
who had previously been interviewed was asked to suggest two
headteachers who could be invited to discuss the issues around
secondary transfer in theirarea. In each case the chair of governors
was also interviewed. Where appropriate, officers were asked to
include GM schools in their selection,

Of the eight schools, six were comprehensives, one a grammar
school and one a high school. Four were GM schools. Those
interviewed were well established in their posts. Apart fromone
headteacher who had only served two terms at his present school,
all the others had been in post for at least four years (with two
having been there for 13 years). Similarly, apart from one governor
with one year’s experience, and another with four, the others had
held their positions for at least five years; indeed two had been
governors for more than 20 years (eight and 16 years respectively
as chairs).

The interviews covered :
respondents’ background in the school

the history of admissions and appeals
the local situation - other schools, competition

the role of governors
contact with the LEA

the position with regard to active ‘choice’ by parents for their
school.

®
®
@
# contact with primary schools (headteachers’ interviews only)
&
&
®
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History of admissions

For five of the eight schools, the position was one of a steady
growth in the number of pupils admitted. Only one of these five
had a significant number of appeals from parents in the current
year (34, of which seven resulted in a place at the school). This
was a school that had increased in popularity to the extent that
over 100 applicants had not been awarded a place over the last
two years, The headteacher believed that the transition from
being a school for 11-plus ‘failures’ to a comprehensive school
had made a considerable difference to the applications. The
school became GM in 1993, The headteacher felt that prospective
parents whose children were not given a place were very
disappointed — the Parent’s Charter (GB. DES, 1991) had made
themmuchmore aware of their rights and had raised expectations.
The intake had risen from 150 in 1989 to 200 in the current year,
and as plans to increase accommodation had been thwarted, this
number could not increase, meaning that parents’ choices could
not be honoured. The headteacher’s view was that without
central resourcing for extra accommodation ‘the whole business
of parental choice is rather amockery’. The proposed building of
more than 300 new houses in the vicinity of the school was
predicted to aggravate the problem.

In another three of these schools, there were more school places
than pupils available to fill them, although the reasons for this
and the implications varied. In one rural area, a decrease over
several years from a roll of 1100 to one of 740 was because of a
falling population. Schools in the area actively discouraged
‘competition” amongst themselves and all sought to retain
catchment areas. The headteacher of this school felt that, apart
from a few pupils who transferred to the private sector, most of
those from the established area feeding the school sought a place
there. The situation was more problematic for the school which
the headteacher said had an unrealistic catchment area. This had
not been modified in 1971 when the area had changed from a
selective to a comprehensive system of secondary education and
this school had been left with a small area resulting in a shortfall
of between 40 and 60 pupils each year. All the secondary schools
in the area were now GM, which this headteacher felt resulted in
‘very unfortunate competition’.

The situation in the last of the five schools illustrated the

complexities thatcan arise. In this area there were four secondary
schools served by the LEA and the remaining ten were GM.
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There was currently shared responsibility between the LEA and
the GM schools’ fundingagency to allocate places (althoughifone
more school became GM the LEA would no longer be involved).
The school was established as aresult of an amalgamation, and in
the build up to that merger, recruitment was poor as parents
reacted to the uncertain future. When the first year’s intake was
being organised, parents were still uncertain and one of the
traditional feeder primary schools decided to avoid sending
pupils to the school. For 1992, continuing building work was said
by the headteacher to have made the school lock ‘a mess” so that
it was a challenge to recruit 173 pupils.

The following year the school was asked by the LEA to plan to take
210 pupils. Extra numbers of staff were recruited accordingly.
However, there were many successful appeals to other schools in
the area, resulting in only these 173 pupils for the school, which
meant staff redundancies. The school was seen as an institution
without a clear focus and the headteacher believed that the
widespread move to GM status had exacerbated the problem —
parents felt thatthese were somehow “etter’ schools. Shereported
that at the end of the school year there were 29 pupils in the area
without a secondary school place (one family having appealed to
three GM schools and finally being offered an out-of-borough
place). Some parents were reported to be appealing to the
Secretary of State on the grounds that their choice was limited
because an estimated 500 out-of-borough pupils were taking
secondary school places.

The local context for admissions

When headteachers and governors were asked about the local
situation and which otherschools were realistic options for pupils,
a very mixed picture emerged. In the school referred to above
with the complex history, it was said that the ‘kudos’ GM schools
seemed to have attracted many parents, some of whom would
have preferred the private sector. This school was seeking to
build a positive reputation as a fully comprehensive school,
meeting the needs of pupils across the ability range. They would
never compare favourably in terms of examination results, with
other schools drawing from more advantaged areas, but needed
to promote the strengths they did have. The governor here made
the point that although in theory parents had an enormous choice
(in a system where applications were made directly to a school),
in practice the choice was less than ever and it was difficult to
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obtain a place at a preferred school unless a sibling was already
there. There were rising rolls across the borough and more out-
of-boreugh pupilscoming, so thatmany parents were ‘struggling’
to find a place in the school of their choice. She believed thateven
up to the autumn term some parents were holding several places
for their children, whereas others had none, leading to confusion
all round.

Elsewhere, a headteacher reported little recruitment from outside
the catchment area to the school. Pupils choosing that school
would have a difficultjourney, passing another secondary school
on the way. Despite feeling that too much competition could
prove unethical, the headteacher had sought advice from
marketing consultants (who had influenced the school brochure),
and it was hoped that the change to single-sex classes would
prove attractive to parents, Inthis situation, the aim was to ensure
that the school’s strengths were publicised, whilstacknowledging
that it was only possible to make so much progress in attracting
pupils when other schools were more accessible and traditional
catchment areas were adhered to unless there was good reason to
dootherwise. Yetanother situation, reported in two schools from
the same LEA (where there were no GM secondary schools), was
of the active discouragement of competition amongst schools.
The headteachers collaborated and told parents that ail the
available schools were of a high standard and that catchment
areas should be noted, unless there was a strong case to do
otherwise.

In an area with selective education there were no concerns about
recruitment for the school that had changed its image from one of
a place for ‘failures’ to that of a truly comprehensive school. The
headteacher said that it was the most popular choice amongst the
GM schools. Since becoming GM, the three geographical zones
for admitting pupils had been abolished and the school now
admitted the nearest 200 pupils. The headteacher believed that
the well-established teaching staff, good examination results and
strong extra-curricular activities ensured the school’s popularity.
The importance of aschool’s reputation was clear in this situation,
as it was in the case of one grammar school whose prestige the
governor believed was based on the reputation of the two schools
from which it had been formed. This reputation was something
that could be built on to good effect. In an area where all the
secondary schools had become GM and now managed their own
admissions, a change in marketing was identified. There was
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more effort to attract parents and one headteacher outlined the
extra events that were now run to inform them about the school.

Contact with primary schools

All eight schools were reported to have links with the primary
schools they drew pupils from, although these varied in their
form and comprehensiveness. Even in the LEA where there was
explicit cooperation amongst headteachers, there were visits for
pupils to ‘confirm this as the place to come’ and meetings in
primary schools where the headteacher sought to influence parents
‘on the margins’. In one situation, with more than 20 primary
schools to consider, the head of lower school was said to visiteach
during the summer term, after which pupils were invited to an
induction day. Curriculum links had proved too difficult to
establish, In another area much the same pattern had been
established, although here there had been joint in-service work to
look at progression as children moved between schools. Another
school said there were four meetings for parents prior to new
children coming and although they did not want to do a ‘hard-
sell” they did want to make sure there was plenty of good
information available to parents. They did not wish to “take’ from
other schools, but to retain pupils from their traditional areas.
Another school followed a similar pattern, but the headteacher
stressed the curricular links. A newly created coordinator’s post
would focus on ensuring continuity for pupils. One note of
discord was struck by the headteacher who said that he had
offered to talk ata parents’ evening in the 32 primary schools from
which his pupils were drawn, but only four had taken this up.

The governing body

The governors were generally said to have to make decisions that
had an impact on how the school would be perceived, although
the extent to which this was a debate or an expression of support
for the headteacher varied, influenced, of course, by the varying
responsibilities of governors in different types of schools. One
headteacher felt that governors were very supportive, but said
that they did not have a ‘high profile’ although they were kept
fully imformed. Inone school, governors were said to be debating
whether to have six- or seven- form entry, whether to pursue GM
status and whether to offer specialist achievements in such areas
as music or drama as an entry priority. The governor here said
that the most important decision the governors made was the
number of pupils to be admitted each year. As stated previously,
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they had accepted the LEA’s request to expand, and this had led
to redundancies. This year they had refused to take an extra form.
More usually, the governors’ role was described as monitoring
progress, rather than initiating or rejecting changes. In one
school, for example, they were reported to be considering why
there might have been decreases in the number of pupils coming
in, and to be trying to remedy any shortfalls.

In the LEA where parents applied directly to schools, the GM
schools had a combined admissions policy, which meant they
informed each other of acceptances from pupils. There was a
governors’ admissions panel, whichmonitored all the admissions,
and in this fluid situation there were some key decisions to make.
Schools had the option of staying as a local over-subscribed small
school orbecoming a (potentially) under-subscribed large school.
A more active decision-raking role for governors was described
in these circumstances. One maintained school in another LEA
had an admissions sub-comunittee which dealt with applications
and checked that admissions criteria were adhered to. All such
committees had parent governor representation and membership
debarred governors from serving on the appeals comunittee.

The role of the LEA

Where schools were GM, they had a range of options regarding
contact with the LEA. In one area the LEA acted as a clearing
house to ensure that no pupil was left without a place and that
parents were not holding more than one place. They prepared a
list of all children of transfer age, and schools were able to buy the
relevant section for their area. Contact did notextend beyond this
and admissions committees in the schools administered the
process. One headteacher in this area said that he was very
pleased to date with how this was working, although he
acknowledged the far greater responsibility placed on the chair of
governors. In another area the GM schools’ clearing house was
said to be working well. They had common dates for letters
offering places and deadlines for acceptance. Towards the end of
the summer term, the LEA sent out to all schools a list of pupils
who were still without a secondary place, thereby maintaining a
check on the systern. During this term all the headteachers met
with the LEA officerto discuss any difficulties, and the headteacher
who described this procedure emphasised the importance of the
good working relationships among headteachers and between
them and the LEA. In another area the GM schools had bought
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into the LEA’s personnel package for two years so that they could
draw on their expertise. Things had gone smoothly to date. Here
the LEA had retained the function of administering the admissions
forms.

Where schools were served by the LEA, the procedures were said
torunsmoothly and noproblemswere identified. The monitoring
overview that the LEA provided was taken for granted and
working relationships were described as constructive. The main
issue to arise on the contact with the LEA was the extent to which
GM schools wished to, or needed to, liaise with staff in the
authority.

The situation regarding choice

The area where parents applied directly to individual schools was
said, by one headteacher, to illustrate some of the implications of
opening up cheice. The point, she felt, was that this was a
relatively prosperous middle-class area and caution would be
needed if such a system were used in other areas. Already, there
were parents who had ‘learnt their way round the system’ and
were ‘very vocal in their demands’. There had been instances of
false addresses being given and one child’s aunt had been made
her legal guardian because she lived close to the desired school.
The placement of out-of-borough children in this area had created
a potentially very frustrating situation, adding to what was
already a complex scenario. The governor here felt that “parents
are now more aware of their right to choose but many feel bitter
because it seems impossible to obtain their choice in practice’. Tt
was difficult to generalise about what parents were seeking to
achieve. This was illustrated in the school where the headteacher
said that ‘parents are keen to see every school and are making
informed choices” and the governor felt that ‘the majority of
parents accept the local school, but there is an active minority who
look at all schools and make an active choice’.

In the schools where headteachers actively sought to diminish
competition, one of the govemnors felt that most parents were
content for their child to move to the local school and that it was
only a small minority who visited two or three schools before
making a decision. He felt there was ‘brand loyalty” and parents
only looked elsewhere if they had a particular concern. The
headteacher here agreed that making a choice would be an
inappropriate way to describe what most parents did. He feltthat
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if something was ‘free and convenient’, there would always be
some people who would automatically feel that they didn’t want
it. There was an excellent primary school in their viliage, he said,
but there were always a few people who went to one which was
inconvenient and these were probably the people who chose a
different secondary school. Transport wasareal issue in this rural
area, because there were long journeys for those not attending
theirlocalschoel, although the headteachers believed, in principle,
in promoting all the schools as providing a good service.

Where parents were said to be making an active choice, it was
agreed to be very frustrating for them to be told that the school of
their choice was full. Asoneheadteacherexplained, ‘itmeans that
after all their hard work they have no real choice’. When asked
directly about choice, headteachers and governors emphasised
the value there was for parents in attending open evenings in
secondary schools and visiting the school during the day, but
there was also a recognition that, in practice, choice was limited,
even for those who wished to exercise it. One governor explained
that there was no such thing as parental choice. He felt that
‘parents can indicate a preference but they do not have ultimate
choice. This would only happen if all schools were under-
subscribed. Parental choiceisanillusion, it's only their preference
indicator, not their right” As another headteacher explained,
there was spare capacity in this area so there was ‘real choice’
although as schools became fuller in future parents would find it
more difficult.

Points drising:
& There are many factors, often beyond the influence of staff, that

determine the numberof applications for places schools receive
- local reputation being one obvious example.

@ The conceptofchoice had resulted in disappointment for some
parents who had interpreted the word literally.

® There were very different views on how schools should
collaborate or compete.

@ Policies to promote some schools at the expense of others may
disadvantage those catering very successfully for less able
pupils, as theymay notbe seen as ‘good’ schools if the emphasis
is on outcomes, rather than the process of education they offer,
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As the CERI report (1994) explained, ‘schools in more affluent
areas are usually considered more desirable than those in
poorerareas’, asituation thatis seif-perpetuating in that ‘schools
that are more popular in a choice system get more resources
and therefore tend to improve, while less chosen ones
deteriorate’.

There were concerns about the ‘kudos’ GM schools could
attain which would disadvantage, unfairly, comparable LEA
schools.

There were well-established links with primary schools to
facilitate a smooth transition.

In some instances governors played a central role in the
admissions and appeals procedures, obviously dictated by the
type of school they governed.

The need for an overall checking system where there were
separate arrangements for GM schools was clear.

There was evidence that the relevant guidance documents and
legislation had not always been read or understood by those
involved. Some guidance (e.g. that in Circular 6/93 (GB. DFE,
1993a) on the need to record in school prospectuses the number
of applications in the previous year) had not always been acted
upon. Some concerns expressed were a result of this lack of
awareness of the current position, suggesting that further
attempts to disseminate accessible information would be of
value,
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5. THE PARENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

Chapter 5
The Parents’ Perspective

There were three versions of the questionnaire for parents relating
to the different transfer procedures in the ten LEAs. Version 1was
for six LEAs where the vast majority of parents would be using
non-selective schools, version 2was for three LEAs where selective
schools were an option and version 3 for the one LEA with
selective secondary schools, allocated on the results of the 11+
examination. A distinction is made between groups (versions) 1,
2 and 3 in the text, where appropriate.
The parents’ questionnaire covered: .
- the name of the preferred school for the child

factors that influenced their views on a school

who chose the school(s) "

what the pupils wanted from a school

contact with secondary school(s)

sources of information and advice

level of satisfaction with procedures

® & & & & & & @

contact details.

The questionnaires were distributed via primary schools and
response was entirely voluntary. In total, 79 primary schools in
ten LEAs agreed to take part. Children in top junior classes were
given a questionnaire to take home which, when completed, was
returned directly to the NFER.

Inall, 2192 questionnaires were dispatched and 990 returned. This

represents an overall response rate of 45 per cent which, as Table
3 shows, was similar across all three groups.
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Version1l 6 44 1197 552 46

Version2 3 26 726 326 44
Version3 1 4 269 112 42
Total 10 79 2192 990 45

The sample of parent respondents was almost equally divided
between those with male and female children (50 and 49 per cent
respectively). A few omitted to specify.

Which school features attracted parents?

In order to identify the characteristics of secondary schools which
parents found most attractive or important, the questionnaire
offered a number of statements, most describing positive school
features. Parents were invited to respond to each on a five-point
scale ranging from ‘strongly agree’ through ‘not sure’ to ‘strongly
disagree’. '

« with good leaming facilities 91 8
» with a caring environment 80 20
« that is well managed 78 22
» with a good local reputation 74 24
+ witha strong policy on disciplive 71~ 26 2
= with a support system for chzldren | : . S
with learning difficulties 64 30 3 1
« with a uniform 59 32 4 2 1
 with a sixth form 53 30 i2 2 1
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+ that is near home 40 44 8 6
s with arange of
out-of-school activities 37 56 6 1
« with links with child’s primary
school 25 37 20 - 15 1
« with a reputation for success
in competitive sport 18 54 19 8
« with a reputation for success
in music 16 52 24 7 i
« that is grant maintained 14 25 45 g 5
© with a reputation for success
in drama i2 52 27 7 1
» *which is singie sex ] 11 12 47 19
(Daughters 9 i3 12 47 15)
(Sons 3 10 11 48 23)

(Where percentages do not add up to 100, it is because data were
missing.)

*This factor was linked to whether the parents were answering in
relation to a son or daughter. Where it was a son, 13 per cent of
parents either agreed or strongly agreed with a single-sex
placement and the figure where daughters were considered was
22 per cent. The figures for strong disagreement followed this
pattern (23 and 15 per cent respectively). These differences
reached statistical significance.

There wasvery widespread agreement among respondents across
the whole sample (with over 90 per cent agreeing or strongly
agreeing) that the school of their choice should:

® have a caring environment
® be well managed
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have good learning facilities

have a good local reputation

have a strong policy on discipline

have a support system for children with learning difficulties

@ & & & @

offer a range of out-of-school activities, such as sports and
clubs

® have a school uniform.

Only on the last of these features was there any significant
difference between the groups’ responses. More Group 2 parents
{64 per cent) stromgly agreed on the importance of a school
uniform than did parents in either Group 1 (47 per cent) or Group
3 (51 per cent).

Most parents {84 per cent) also felt it important that their chosen
secondary school be situated near to their home, The existence of
a sixth formin a secondary school was considered a valuable asset
by 83 per cent of the sample, most especially to those in Group 2
(of whom 92 per cent agreed or strongly agreed). These findings
equated with Coldron and Boulton's (1991} work on ‘happiness’.
They reported that parents’ reasons for choice had the security of
their child very much in mind, with the emphasis falling on being
with friends, having a safe and disciplined environment, caring
teachersand proxdmity tohome. Astheyconciuded, ‘itisimportant
thatschools and LEAs, in their increasing concern with marketing
and concepts of school image, avoid a total preoccupation with
academic standards. There is clear evidence of other equally
important factors coming into play.’

Asked toindicate how significanta school’s reputation for success
in competitive sport, or music and or drama was to them, parents
across the groups gave similar responses. Around two-thirds (72
per cent, 68 per cent and 64 per cent respectively) regarded these
as attractive features. Eight per centor less of the sample disagreed
on the importance of a school’s reputation in these areas: the rest
were not sure.

Given the importance generally attached to continuity and
progression in children’s educational experiences, it was perhaps
surprising that only just over half of the parents in Groups 2 and
3 (54 per cent in each case) agreed or strongly agreed that it was
important to them to choose a secondary school with established
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links with their child’s primary school. The proportion of parents
regarding such links as desirable rose to over two-thirds (69 per
cent ) in Group 1. While only 16 per cent of all respondents
disagreed about the importance of primary school links, 20 per
cent were not sure it mattered.

There were two issues which did not elicit majority agreement
from parents:

@ Wellunder a half (39 per cent) felt it important that their child
transfer to a GM school, while almost half (45 per cent) were
‘not sure’.

#® Only 17 per cent favoured single-sex education at secondary
stage, the largest proportion of these (24 per cent) being in
Group 2. Almost three-quarters (72 per cent) of Group 1
parents disagreed with single-sex education atsecondary stage.

What influence did children’s views have?

Parents were also asked to consider three issues relating to the
child’s social world and his /her preferences.

¢ totake my child’s preference
into account when choosing 40 50 6 3

» that children from the
same family attend the
same school 39 37 12 10

» that my child should go 1o
a school where his/ her friends
are going 19 43 18 17 2

Where percentuges do not add up to 100, it is because data are missing

Table 5 shows that:

#® The vast majority (90 per cent) agreed that it was important to
take the child’s preference into account when choosing a
secondary school.
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® More than three-quarters (76 per cent) also considered it
advantageous that children from the same family should attend
the same school. This proportion rose to 82 per cent for parents
in Group 1.

@ About three-fifths of all parents (62 per cent) agreed on the
importance of pupils attending the same school as their friends.
However, almost a fifth of parents (19 per cent), more of them
in Groups 2 and 3, disagreed that this was important.

What other factors influenced school cholce?

In addition to the school features listed on the questicnnaire, a
quarter of parents volunteered other considerations (sometimes
more than one) which had influenced their choice of secondary
school. These included (in order of the frequency with which they
were mentioned):

examination results or known academic success
school philosophy and/or policy

religious denomination

recommendations of others

motivation, attitude, enthusiasm of staff

current pupils’ attitudes, behaviour and progress
school and/or class size, i.e. not too large

&

®

L]

®

®

®

®

@ accessibility of transport to school

#® good racial/cultural mix

® the fact that the school was comprehensive
#® existence of a PTA

& good pastoral care

#® parents had attended same school
& nice environment

L]

existing community links.

What mattered most to prospective pupils?

Parenis were asked to suggest what mattered most to their child
when it came to secondary school selection. The three most
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popular responses were that:

@ the school was friendly, had a happy atmosphere, was caring
(35 per cent)

® their friends were going there /were there already (31 per cent)

® theschoolhadhigh standards of education, good exam results,
good learning environment (28 per cent).

Other considerations thought to be important to children included:
@ quality of staff, i e. enthusiastic

& the fact that the school was local

® good facilities and amenities
&

a school where they could make friends/get on with other
children/fit in

good discipline policy /ro bullying

a school with a good reputation

sporting activities

a school where the child felt s /he could cope with the work

® @ & @& @

familiar surroundings.

Making the decision

In all three groups, the decision about which secondary school to
choose or apply for had most commonly been made jointly by
parents and children (69 per cent). Just over a fifth of parents (22
per cent) reported that they had been the major decision makers,
with only small proportions reporting either that their child’s
preference had been the most important factor (four per cent) or
thatthey did not really make achoice (five percent). These figures
reflected those of Thomas and Dennison (1991), who found that
children themselves had the biggest say in selecting a secondary
school, suggesting that the focus on parental views needs some
reinterpretation.

What types of contact did parents have with secondary
schools?

Respondents were asked to indicate the nature of any contact they
had had with the schools from which they were selecting. Of the
total sample:
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@ 90 percenthadbeen toasecondary schoolopen dayorevening

®

under half (43 per cent) had made other visits to the school

@ a fifth (21 per cent) had attended a meeting at their child’s
primary school where secondary school statf were present

#® Tenpercentalready had achildin thesecondary school of their
choice

& asmall number (four per cent in each case) had either attended
events (e.g. shows, PTA meetings) at the secondary school or
had spoken with staff, parents or pupils there

# 2 handful of parents had personal experience of a school: they
had attended themselves or had worked there.

Some parents had, of course, had more than one type of contact.

How did parents rate the comtact they had?

While 64 per cent of the parents were satisfied with the amount of
contact they had had with prospective secondary schools, thisleft
30 per cent of respondents feeling that they would have welcomed
more. When asked to describe what form of contact they would
have liked, respondents made a number of concrete suggestions
including:

@ more opportunities for visits for parents /more open evenings
or assemblies {seven per cent)

@ more opportunities for prospective pupils to have contact with
the secondary school (five per cent)

& working visits during school hours (four per cent)

® more opportunities for personal contact with the secondary
school {four per cent)

® more information about the workings of the schools (three per
cent)

#® opportunities for secondary school pupils to come to the
primary schools {three per cent).

How many schoois did parents visit?

Parents had either visited one school (34 per cent) or twe (27 per
cent). A further 20 per cent had visited three or more, many more
of them from Group 2 (28 per cent) and Group 3 (34 per cent).
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Group 1 parents were more likely to have visited one school or
none or to have omitted to respond to this question.

While very few of the total sample (three per cent) claimed to have
made no school visits, as many as 19 per cent did not respond to
this question. This last figure is confusing given that in answer to
another question, 90 per cent said they had attended an open
evening or day. Perhapsan open evening and a visit were seen as
different by some parents.

Information

Parents were asked to say what information and advice they had
received to help them choose a secondary school and from which
source — primary school, secondary school, local education
authority or elsewhere. (As respondents were not asked to tick
boxes inthis question, the data only include those that volunteered.
Parents could of course have received information from several
souyces.)

...from their child’s primary school

The most frequently cited types of information received from (or
via) the primary school were written documents: leaflets, booklets,
information packs, letters, application forms and school lists.
These were mentioned by almost half the sample (49 per cent).

A smaller proportion of parents (22 per cent) had received some
kind of verbal advice or information through talks or meetings
with or organised by primary school staff.

A handful of parents said their children had visited the secondary
school on an outing arranged by the primary school or that
secondary school staff had visited primary classes.

Asmany as 12 per cent of parents actually said they had received
nothing from their child’s primary school, while another 26 per
centdid notrespond to the question, suggesting perhaps that they
too felt they received no information from this source.

-.from the secondary schools from which they were
seiectmg

Parents most often (45 per cent) cited prospectuses, school
booklets and/or leaflets as the information most commonly
received from secondary schools. Some (12 per cent) had also
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received additional information such as lists of exam results and
other school achievements,

Seven per cent had had no information or advice from the
secondary schools. Almost a third (30 per cent) made no response
to this question, implying perhaps that they received their
information from elsewhere.

Only atiny number of parents (three per cent) mentioned meetings
and/or tours, other than on open days, with secondary school
staff.

..from the local education authority (LEA)

Almost half of the sample {47 per cent) did not respond to this
guestion. A further 14 per cent had received no information
directly from this source. The rest cited brochures, leaflets and
information packages as coming from the LEA. A very few from
each group alsomentioned lists of schools, letters or openevening
information.

«irom friends, acquaintances who already had children in
the schools

Under a third of parents (30 per cent) detailed any information
they had received from other parents or acquaintances. This took
the form mainly of recommendation or opinion or specific
information about logistics, e.g. transport arrangements or
homework policies.

Which source of information and advice was the most
useful?

From the range of sources of information and advice on which
parents had drawn, respondents were asked to select one as being
the most useful in helping them to reach a decision. For all three
groups, the secondary school itseif had been the most useful
source {46 per cent).

There were, however, differences in emphasis between the
responses of parents in the different groups. Parents in Groups 2
and 3 were especially likely to have benefited from information
and advice received from the chosen secondary school (32 per
cent and 55 per cent respectively), while more in Group 1 (20 per
cent) were likely to have found that offered by sources other than
the schools and the LEA useful
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Asked whether they would have appreciated any other kind of
information and advice to assist them in reaching a decision, most
(70 per cent) thought not and were satisfied with what had been
made available to them. Seventeen per cent thought otherwise,
and the rest did not respond.

Those who volunteered a comment on the nature of the help they
had received in choosing a school (15 per cent) mostly felt they
either wanted more, broader and/or eatlier information and
advice or more on specific issues, including: selection procedures
(where applicable); GM status; appeals procedures; schools’
policy, philosophy or results; and staff expertise and experience.
A few parents simply wanted more opportunities for contact.

The application procedures

Most parents were satisfied (67 per cent) or very satisfied (18 per
cent) with the procedures for applying to secondary school. There
were no significant differences between groups.

Those who chose to comment further on their choice of school
and/or application procedures tended to be those who were
critical. They most commeonly mentioned the following factors:

& more choice within the LEA would be desirable (seven per cent
overall, mainly from Groups 1 and 2)

@ applications procedures should be quicker (three per cent).

Very few expressed other concerns, such as questions about GM
status, 11+ selection (especially Group 3}, and the opportunity for
choosing outside their LEA.

Although most parents were generally satisfied with the position,
examples of concern included:

® ‘Parental choice is a myth. Good schools are often oversub-
scribed.’

® ‘The application procedure is a complete farce, It is unfair to
entice children to view schools across the borough and end up
with some children bitterly disappointed. It is ridiculous that
some childrenin this borough are deemed to live cutside every
school’s catchment area.’

® ‘If there is no guarantee of selection other than the designated
school, what is the point of choice? There is no real choice.’

45



ALLOCATING SECONDARY SCHOOL PLACES

‘GM schools select a certain type of child, but what about the
others? A two-tier system is emerging which defeats the object
of quality education for all.’

‘I'm not very happy about having to score a certain number of
points to get my child into the chosen school”

‘Within the authority, places are guaranteed at the catchment
school. Those wishing to apply to another school are immedi-
ately ata disadvantage because of the “distance’ rule. Living in
certain areas in effect means no choice of school. Children
living in other LEA areas can have advantage over council tax
payers.’

Points arising

&
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Despite very different selection procedures in the three groups
of LEAs studied, there was overwhelming agreement among
parents on most issues raised in the questionnaire.

Not surprisingly, parents were virtually unanimous in endors-
ing the importance to them of a secondary school that was well
managed, had a caring environment, good learning facilities,
a good local reputation and a strong policy on discipline. That
they were virtually unanimous in agreeing on the importance
of a support system for children with learning difficulties
{(indeed nearly two-thirds strongly agreed with the impor-
tance of this provision) is of interest. Nearness to home and the
existence of a sixth form were also important to most. Sending
their child to a single-sex school was not an issue for the
majority.

There were very few differences between groups on what
mattered most to parents in choosing a secondary school. In
the LEAs where there was no selection, parents tended to be
slightly more in favour of close primary—secondary school
links and of having children from the same family in the same
school. Parents from LEAs where there was some selection
tended to be keener on a sixth form, on school uniform and on
single-sex schooling. Together with parents from the Group 3
LEA which was exclusively selective, they were more likely to
have visited three or more schools before making a final
decision.



3. THE PABENTS' PERSPECTIVE

Choice of the secondary school was usually a joint decision
shared between parents and children.

Parents were generally satisfied with the information and
advice offered to help them at this stage in their children’s
school career. They did not express strong views on the
content and form of the documentation received. Yet it is
perhaps surprising that fewer than half thought that the infor-
mation which came from the secondary school was the most
useful. Local reputation, advice from primary school staff and
other parents’ opinions seemed to carry a fair amount of
credence.

Hardly any parents referred to literature other than an
mformation booklet from the LEA about schools or school
prospectuses. School performance tables and more general
information leaflets for parents were not influential,

Itisencouraging that, despite the concerns noted, parents inall
ten LEAs were satisfied with application procedures to
secondary schools in their area.
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Chapter 6
Parents and Appeals

All those parents who completed a questionnaire and who gave
their contact details (indicating that they were willing to be
contacted again) were sent a pro forma. This asked whether their
child had been allocated a place at their preferred school and, if
not, whether they were intending to appeal against that decision.
(There were two versions —one for the authority with the 11-plus
system and another for the rest.) The response to the pro forma is
shown in Table 6.

Version] 456 330 2 72

Version 2 66 40 - 60
Total 522 73 2 71

From these 373 returns, there were 58 parents (15 per cent) whose
child had rot been allocated a place at their preferred school. Of
those 58, 29 said on their pro forma that they had decided to
appeal and 26 that they had decided not to (the resporise from
three parents was unclear). All58 who had said they had notbeen
offered a place at their preferred school (and for whom a number
was available) were telephoned. Each number was tried at least
three times, and a total of 52 parents (27 who had decided to
appeal and 25 who had decided not to) were available for a
telephone interview.

Those not intending to appeal were asked to clarify whether they
had considered an appeal and to outline any influences on their
decision. They were alsc asked for their views on the school
allocation they had received and on the process they had been
through.

Those intending to appeal were asked what was involved in
registering their appeal. They were asked whether they had
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discussed the appeal with anyone and whether they had been
assisted in any way. Parents were asked to identify the grounds
for their appeal and to provide details of the location and conduct
of the appeals meeting. The timescale for the appeals procedure
was also discussed with them. Parents were asked whether they
were satisfied with the opportunities available to them to state
their case and how they felt about the decision and the process
they had been through.

Those not intending to appeal (25 parenis)

Of those parents who were not appealing, four had children who
had taken a selective examination and had not been allocated a
place at the preferred school on the basis of their results. Even for
these parents, the outcome could change. Cne parent had been
told that her son had not been awarded a grammar school place
and then two weeks later had been offered a place at their second
choice of grammar school. She reported that this had been very
destabilising for her son and suggested that parents be told if
there was a chance of a place at a grammar school so that they
would at least know they were being considered. What she had
thought was a firm refusal was in fact an allocation to a waiting list
thathad a successful cutcome. One parent in these circumstances
had opted for the private sector,

For the parents without selection there was a sense of resignation
in that they did not feel they had any grounds for appeal that
would have any influence and so there seemed little point in
making a stand. One parent said that she did not realise she could
appeal until it was too late (end of summer term). One mother felt
‘hucky’. InFebruary they had been told there was nota place atthe
preferred school, but were advised thatawaiting list was available,
In May they were interviewed and awarded a place on that list
(although not told of their positicn). In July a place was awarded
which the mother saw as being a result of being prepared to be
patient (although they had accepted anotherschool place‘tobeon
the safe side’).

One mother’s report highlighted the unsatisfactory situation
some parents were in. She wanted a single-sex school for her
daughter but had decided not to appeal because she did not feel
that this would be adequate grounds for being awarded a place.
She was unhappy with the large (ten-form entry), mixed school
her daughter attended and bitter about the ‘so-called” Parent’s
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Charter. Her point was that if they lived 100 yards nearer to the
school, her daughter would have been in the catchment area,
while girls who live two miles away went there, This illustrated
the confusion parents in these circumnstances conveyed. She was
critical of GM schools (such as the one she preferred) that drew-
up their catchment areas to include ‘desirable areas of housing’,
and was of the view that parents have no choice at all.

Coupled with the belief, of the majority of these ‘non-appealers’,
that there was no point in appealing unless you had special
grounds was a concern to keep the situation stable for the child
concerned. As one parent said, ‘to be seen by the child to appeal
would have endorsed her view that her next school was
unacceptable’. There was only one parentwho stated complacently
that there was ‘not much to choose between them [the schools
available] so [the one offered was] fine’. There was one parent for
whom the issue was not one of ‘insufficient’ grounds or
ambivalence about the effect on the child, but of frustration with
LEA boundaries. Her position iflustrated the complex nature of
decisions about boundaries. She wanted a school that was four
miles away in a neighbouring LEA but had been offered a place at
one sixmilesaway that wasin her LEA. She was dismayed to find
that TEA boundaries are stronger than Furopean ones’.

Those who appealed {27 parents)

Apart from a few parents who mentioned support from staff in
primary school in their appeals procedure and a handful who
were satisfied with the conduct of their appeals meetings, the
evidence from these parents was that making an appeal had been
a frustrating (indeed for some distressing) experience. There
were frequent references to the stress participants (parents and
children) had suffered and to the delays and limited access to
information with which they had had to contend. The appeals
procedure was a very negative experience for most of these
parents, irrespective of the area they lived in. To set the context,
Morgan et al. (1993) reported that ‘deciding where to send a child
to school is regarded by many parents as a crucial decision which
willhavesignificantlong-term implications for their child’s future
career and life style ... Frequently, parents perceive much of the
child’s prospects as depending on that one decision, and so
inevitably when choices are available their exercise arouses deep
feelings and a complex mixture of intellectual judgement and
personal emotions.’
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Of the 27 parents who had taken part in an appeal, 12 had been
offered a place at the school they preferred. Even where the result
was favourable, parents were still dismayed by the time taken and
the insecurity this produced for their child. One parent, whose
son was given a place at their preferred school, said she was very
angry about the wait of several months. Herson had become very
anxious and she felt very uncomfortable about having to “appear’
before the panel. She felt that it was ‘who you know’ that was
important, rather than the principles of parental choice. Another
parent, who obtained a place as requested, was intrigued as o
why they had been successful {only 14 out of 109 appeals for that
school were) and felt that parents did nothave an effective ‘choice’
and that to say otherwise was ‘rubbish’. They were just persistent
and ‘lucky’.

One parent recalled the three appeals she had been through,
which she described as ‘an horrendous experience’. In May she
had lodged her first appeal and it was not until September thata
place had been secured. This parent felt that you needed to be
‘very determined and persevering’ to exercise your choice and
that many parents would not have been willing or able to take on
the task. She had had to take time off work and had found the two
appeals meetings she had attended very unpleasant. They had
been in the Town Hall with 12 people sitting around a large table
and a stenographer taking notes. She had felt ‘on trial’. From her
first appeal she had been offered a school ten miles away which
she had found unacceptable, and it had taken considerable
determination to go through the process again.

Parents were confused by some criteria that did not seem to them
to give an equitable result. One mother explained that her family
lived opposite the (Catholic) school of her choice, she was a
Catholic and yet her son had a much longer walk to a school they
did not want. Her family now believed that parental choice did
not work and would have liked more explanation of what they
could reasonably have expected. At its worst, the lack of
information was described as ‘traumatic and stressful’. One
parent, who was studying for alaw degree, felt that many parents
would not have persevered as she had. The appeals hearing she
had attended had been unsatisfactory and they should have been
given more help and more straightforward information on how to
appeal. She had been asked by the school to say which criteria she
would use in her appeal, according to the Articles of Governance,
The schoolhad been unhelpful when she had asked for clarification
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and there had been a drawn-out process of negotiation from
November until May (when she heard her appeal had been
unsuccessful). The hearing had lasted for 20 minutes but she felt
the case had not been discussed and members of the committee
had not seemed to take a genuine interest in her points. Her
disappointment at not obtaining the place she wanted and her
frustration with the procedures were clear and she felt that the
school had been ‘secretive and unhelpful’.

The point about there being no real decision-making as a result of
the meeting was taken up by the parent who reported that their
family had been the last to be seen one Saturday afternoon and
they had received a standard letter saying their appeal had been
refused on the following Monday, which had made them think
that the result was a ‘foregone conclusion’, In the same vein, a
parentreported that the Appeals Committee were ‘quite pleasant’
but had already made their decisions. The hearing had lasted
three or four minutes (although it had meant a morning off work)
and there had been no sense of debate or deliberation, as ‘they
were just going through the motions’.

One parent who had telephoned her first-choice school (throughout
the spring in an LEA where contact was directly to schools) had
been told repeatedly that ‘we haven’t got round to you yet’. This
was another example of a parent saying, with some frustration,
that she knew that other children from outside the borough had
already been offered places while her child was still waiting. A
parent who appealed because her son had a medical condition
such that she would have liked him to have attended the only
school with a qualified nurse as matron felt ‘hurt, aggrieved, sad
and rejected’ and that she had ‘failed’ her son, when a place was
not available for him.

As already stated, a few parents had valued the support they had
received from their child’s primary school, butonly twomentioned
their LEA. One had been told the matter was not the LEA’s
concern because the school was GM and another had found the
LEA 'not helpful at all’, telling her that she had ‘no chance’ of a
place for her child as she lived outside the catchment area and
there were nearly 100 names on the waiting list. During the
surmerholidays she heard thatthere was indeed a place available.

Taking up the point some parents made about whether others
would have been as determined as they themselves had been, one
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parent said that her first hearing had been fair and prompt and
that her second had made her angry because she knew of pupils
living further from the school who had been given places and so
havingbeen told you did not meet the criteria was frustrating. For
her third appeal she decided that she had had enough and
declined to attend. Her appeal was unsuccessful and her sonwas
offered a place at a Catholic School (they were not Catholics) with
alongerjourney fromhome than the others they had tried for. Her
third choice of schoolhad recently rung to ask if she would like to
g0 on the waiting list and that had now been arranged. She felt
that parents had no choice at all and that “you are manipulated by
the system’. The process had been misleading in that ‘parents are
deceived. You visit schools for open evenings and it all seems
very good and then you can’t get in.’

The findings from these interviews with parents reinforced the
evidence already presented about the ad hoc nature of the process
parents were confronting. The situation varied considerably in
different circumstances, and levels of satisfaction with the process
varied accordingly. The findings also confirmed what had been
evident from other data presented here — the fact that for most
parents obtaining a secondary school place for their child was
relatively straightforward and they were either satisfied with the
‘obvious’ local school or easily able to obtain a place at another,
but that for a minority of parents the process was fraught and
complex. Indeed for some, the experience was deeply unsettling.
What these interviews also confirmed was that the use of the word
‘choice’ was not only misleading but actually contributed to
parents’ frustrationand disappointment. When realistically what
was available was the opportunity to express a preference, the
realisation that you had not been given a ‘choice’ could be very
hard to accept.

Points arising

#® Different procedures applied forhandling appeals, and oppor-
tunities to draw on well-regarded practice would be valuable.

@ Where parents were treated courteously and as if they had a
legitimate role to play in the appeals procedure, this was
appreciated. Where they were not they felt embittered.

#® Whatever parents felt about not being offered a place at the
school of their choice following an appeal, their disappoint-
ment was exacerbated if they believed that they had not
received adequate information or advice.
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Parents reported their dismay when only inadequate (or non-
existent) explanations for decisions were given to them. The
requirement to inform parents of the reason for the decision
may have been met to a minimum standard only, leaving
parents bewildered. Being uninformed made it easy for ru-
mours and charges of ‘favouritism’ to flourish.

Parents went through the process of appealing on their own,
although there was some contact with primary school staff.

For some parents who had chosen not to appeal, this was a
considered response, based on concerns about their child’s
need for stability.

Out-of-authority placements were perceived as particularly
unfair by parents whose children had been denied a place in
their own LEA preferred school. This was a very fraughtissue.
The converse was parents whose children had to travel further
to school than they would have liked because their preferred
local school was in another LEA.

Whatever overall system the LEA had in place for allocating
school places, the central themes of frustration and stress were
sustained. There was no system that in itself minimised these
outcomes. A CERI report (1994) suggested that ‘the biggest
frustration to parents and pupils is to be promised free choice
of school, only to find that the most attractive schools are full”.
The solution it proposed was to ‘intervene in less popular
schools to help replicate the qualities sought by parents in less
successful ones or to help successful schools to expand’.

The evidence from this early phase of GM status was that there
was potential for exacerbating the confusion and resentment
felt by parents who needed to negotiate the system. There was
more scope for misunderstandings and protestations of ‘un-
tairness’ with an additional set of procedures to work through.

This was evidence from a small number of parents, many of
whom had been disappointed by the outcome of their case.
However, the very negative encounters many of them re-
ported could usefully be seen as pointers for improving the
situation.

The process parents are involved in is likely to be strained, and
their responses highlighted the problems of administering a
satisfactory system. For most parents, the length of time
between registering an appeal and hearing the result was
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protracted, but it was also possible for a shorter timescale to
seem ‘rushed and unfair’. Rather than any one administrative
framework, the evidence suggested that it was the conduct of
the appeal and the amount of information available that was
crucial.

@ As well as information about the process of appeals and what
their position was, parents would welcome knowing the rea-
son for the outcome,
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Chapter 7
Transfer to Secondary School —
Some Issues Arising

This research drew together the views and experiences of several
groups of those involved in the transfer to secondary school and
provided an opportunity for their different perspectives to be
compared and contrasted. Overall, there was much that was
positive toreport. Most LEA staff felt that the procedures in place
were working well and the majority of parents were satisfied with
the process they had engaged in. Some key issues that could
usefully be addressed are presented here.

® There was clearly scope for improving the quality and compre-
hensiveness of some of the written material produced for
parents and some exceilent examples, which could act as
models for development, emerged from some schools taking
part in the study. These documents contained what was
required in an accessible way and were comprehensive in their
coverage of issues of interest to prospective parents. Theirtone
was welcoming and open, rather than didactic and formal.

® Similarly, the style and clarity of some of the material pro-
duced by the LEAs was varied and the same points applied.
Further reference to-the guidance contained in Circular 6/93
(GB. DFE, 1993a) would serve to clarify the position where
uncertainties persist. This emnphasises the critical need for
arrangements and outcomes to be made clear to all concerned
and for procedures to be used consistently.

#® The value of more than abland presentation of the information
required statutorily was most evident where the appeals pro-
cedures were considered. While most parents, as stated, were
satisfied with their children’s allocation to secondary school,
there were undoubtedly a minority for whom this was an
extremely fraught and unsatisfactory experience. These were
people making an active and deliberate choice (which was not
so for many of those in this sample who were satisfied with the
obvious option open to them) and where they had to move
through the appeals process, there were many opportunities
for misunderstandings and difficult encounters.
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The evidence on the appeals work highlighted the need for
these practices to be reconsidered. Irrespective of the outcome
for their family, respondents had been on the receiving end of
some unsatisfactory practices.

There has been much debate about the principles underpin-
ning concepts of ‘choice’ and the simulation of market forces in
maintained education provision. As has been suggested, the
relevant literature points out the complexity of these moves
and the range of unanticipated outcomes that can emerge.
What can appear to be a relatively straightforward exercise —
to extend ‘choice’ and provide parents with what they need to
make an informed decision — may serve to advantage some
groups of parents over others and have other divisive conse-
quences. A CERI report (1994) found ‘strong evidence’ in a
number of countries that choice can increase social segregation
in that the more privileged parents are able to be more "active’
in choosing and are likely to live in more privileged neighbour-
hoods. The report observed that many parents and pupils do
not live close enough to more than one school to consider
choice a reality and that while choices are made by people from
all social classes, they are not always made in the same way.
The CERI work also highlighted the significant influence in
choosing a school of ‘who else chooses it” in that nobody likes
choosing a school that is considered unsatisfactory by one’s
friends. The report explained that ‘such considerations and
particularly those associated with race and class, donottend to
show up directly in surveys of reasons for choosing schools.
Few people like to admit to social or racial prejudice.’

While the present research showed the outcomes of current
practices at the point of delivery, many of those taking part
expressed their concerns about some of these issues surround-
ing the concept of ‘choice’. The potential pitfalls of schools
aggressively marketing themselves, the probability of selec-
tive admissions policies becoming more widespread (there
was evidence of this in GM schools reported by Bush efal. 1993)
and a more confusing system emerging were all mentioned.

The fact that ‘popular’, i.e. over-subscribed, schools may have
attained this status for a wide variety of reasons — some
historic and some not open to change — was seen as
unconstructive in terms of other less ‘popular’ schools’ devel-
opment. To equate ‘popular’ with ‘good’ missed the complex-
ity of the decision-making process and the geographical and
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historical constraints many schools operate under. ‘Reputa-
tions” and location are difficult factors to change.

From the LEAs’ perspective, there was a need to scrutinise the
system in place to check on the quality and accessibility of
information available to parents at all levels and to ensure that
the optimum balance between patronising parents and pre-
senting them with indigestible information was sought. The
response parents met when they had contact with schools,
LEAs and appeals committees varied substantially and, where
such contact was helpful, courteous and informative it was
greatly appreciated.

From the schools’ perspective, the factors that parents focused
on when considering where their child should move to are of
interest. Some variables were cutside the sphere of influence
of individual schools and others were pointers for develop-
ment. The points about information applied to them also and
schools had a valuable role to play in ensuring parents had as
smooth a passage through the system as possible. For most
parents the contact they needed was relatively simple to ad-
minister and procedures were in place to deliver this. The open
days and evenings and the opportunities to meet staff were
well attended. It was a minority of parents, for whom the
process was more complex, who needed careful support and
consideration.

From the parents’ perspective, the ‘choice’ of school was often
anunproblematic phase in their children’s development. They
were happy with the range of options and often settled amica-
bly for their local school. It was the minority eager to express
a preference who were vulnerable and who needed to feel that
they have had a fair hearing. As the CERI report (1994)
identified, the choice process may be ‘complex, emotive, arbi-
trary, high stakes and difficult” as parents are increasingly
given the message that education determines a child’s life
chances. Taking an international perspective, the CERI work
identified in Britain the major problem of a ‘national habit of
ranking educational alternatives rather than seeing them as
being of possibly equal value. This approach makes school
‘choice” ‘an exercise in which for every winner there is a loser’.
All those involved need to work toward a system that enhances
the current satisfactory level of service for the majority of
parents and also makes clear and accessible the route through
which the more active ‘choice-makers” will pass.

59



ALLOCATING SECONDARY SCHOOL PLACES

References

ALDER, M., PETCH, A. and TWEEDIE, J. (1989). Parental
Choice and Educational Policy. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.

BALL, S.]. (1993). *Education markets, choice and social class:
the market as a class strategy in the UK and the USA’, British
Journal of Sociology of Education, 14, 1, 3-19.

BUSH, T., COLEMAN, M. and GLOVER, D. (1993). Managing
Autonomous Schools: the Grant-Maintained Experience. London:
Paul Chapman.

CENTRE FOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH AND
INNOVATION (1994). School: a Matter of Choice. Paris: CECD.

COLDROCN, J. and BOULTON, P. (1991). ‘Happiness as a
criterion of parents’ choice of school’, Journal of Education Policy,
6, 2, 169-78.

ECHOLS, F., McPHERSON, A. and WILLMS, D. (1990).
‘Parental choice in Scotland’, Journal of Educational Policy, 5, 3,
207-22,

EDWARDS, T. and WHITTY, G. (1992). ‘Parental choice and
educational reform in Britain and the United States’, British
Journal of Educational Studies, 40, 2, 101-17.

GLOVER, D. (1992). ‘Community perceptions of the strengths
of individual schools: the basis of “judgement” *, Educational
Management and Administration, 20, 4, 223-230.

GREAT BRITAIN. STATUTES (1988). Education Reform Act
1988, Chapter 40. London: HMSO.

GREAT BRITAIN, DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND

SCIEMNCE (1991). Parent’s Charter — You and Your Child’s
Fducation. London: HMSO.

60



REFERENCES

GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION (1992a).
Choice and Diversity — a New Framework for Schools. London:
HMSO.

GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION (1992b).
Annual appeals survey 1991/2. London: Council on Tribunals.

GREAT BRITAIN, DEPARTMENT FCR EDUCATION (1993a).
Admissions to Maintained Schools. Circular 6/93. London: DFE.

GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION (1993b).
Annual appeals survey 1992/3. London: Council on Tribunals.

GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION (1994).
Our Children’s Education — the Updated Parent’s Charter.
London: HMSO.

HUNTER, J. B. (1991). “Which school? A study of parents’
choice of secondary school’, Educational Resenrch, 33, 1, 31-41.

MORGAN, V., DUNN, 5., CAIRNS, E. and FRASER, G. (1993).
‘How do parents choose a school for their child? An example
of the exercise of parental choice’, Educational Research, 35, 2,
135-48.

THOMAS, A, and DENNISON, B. (1991). "Parental or pupil
choice - who really decides in urban schools?’, Educational
Management and Administration, 19, 4,

243-51,

WOODS, P. (1992). ‘Empowerment through choice? Towards

an understanding of parental choice and school responsiveness’,
Educational Management and Administration, 20, 4, 204-11.

61






ﬁﬂ—?r

Allocating Secondary School Places

This research looked at how parents are involved in decisions
about which secondary school their children will attend, and
their levels of satisfaction both with the allocation of school
places and (where appropriate) the appeals procedures. It also
investigated how local education authorities (LEAs) provide
information to parents and the procedures they have established
to allocate places and deal with the subsequent appeals. The
role of school staff at the time of transfer was also of interest.

The findings highlighted the various admission arrangements
in use and the very different circumstances that pertain in
different areas (sometimes within the same LEA). Most parents
said that they were satisfied with the procedures and the
outcome, although it was clear that there were no easy answers
to some of the dilemmas raised by open enrolment policies. For
many parents the allocation of secondary school places for their
children was not an issue of sustained concern; for others it was
a key determinant of their level of satisfaction with the education
service they received. This report should be of interest to all
those involved in the transfer to secondary school, including
parents, teachers, LEA staff and governors.
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