
Question 1

Council broadly supports the principals and objectives set out in the consultation.  

Question 2 Pupil Profile

The pupil profile has been developed for the specific purpose of monitoring and guiding the child’s education and personal development. Council believes that in time it can be a valuable formative tool used by pupils, parents and teachers to guide the individual child through their school career. This would be threatened if the profile were to be used for any other purpose. The profile is not intended as a tool for selection and it cannot be used for such a purpose.  Further any use will be very limited until it has more fully developed and understood as a tool which will take some considerable time. 

Council would urge the Department to ensure that the proper resources are available to schools for this development.

Question 3 Advice from the primary school

Primary schools are better able to offer guidance on the child rather than possible receiving schools. Principals will have access to information on all of a pupil’s needs, aptitudes, interests and aspirations for discussion with parents. Authorities should facilitate principals by keeping them informed of developments in post primary arrangements locally. However the primary school is but one source of information on these and the main responsibility for making decisions will continue to rest with the parent.

Question 4 Advice from post primary school

The post-primary school is able to explain the ethos and educational pathways available through their school. Schools can communicate this by open days/evenings, facilitating school visits (although there are many practical difficulties with this) and publishing helpful school prospectuses. There are already considerable requirements of school prospectuses and greater clarity is required to identify what might be included in this list of requirements. Individual meetings between receiving schools and parents should not normally be necessary except perhaps in cases of compelling circumstance or statemented pupils.

Question 5 Advice from the Department/Education Support Body

A single authority responsible for admissions and exclusions could offer consistent coherent advice to parents and schools and adjudicate on contentious issues. Council would recommend that the criteria should be published by the central support body and these should be the legally binding admissions criteria

Question 6 Advice for parents and pupils at 14

Children mature at different rates and their career interests and aspirations will often not emerge until much later. It is for this reason that Council would see age 14 as the earliest point at which major decisions about learning pathways should begin to be taken.  At the critical juncture of 14 parents and students need impartial advice and guidance on the systems of education 14-19 available in the locality (including further education and training).  With the advent of the Entitlement Framework the focus will be on subject and courses rather that buildings.

General Note:

Council is of the view that a proper consideration of the issue of Admission Criteria can only be made when some of the emerging models of revised post-primary arrangements are known and understood.  This present consultation is inevitably based on the existing circumstances which will change in many parts of Northern Ireland. 

Question 7 Admissions timetable

 Council welcomes the fact that transferring pupils are informed of their new school earlier to allow the possibility of an induction process for pupils prior to their starting the new school. This valuable extra time in the final stage of primary education will facilitate a smoother transition from primary to post-primary education at both a curricular and pastoral level.

Question 8 Compelling Individual Circumstances

Many such cases involve medical or social circumstances. It is impossible to list every possible scenario. Therefore Council would suggest that the appropriate central panel should adjudicate according to a limited range of agreed criteria but have discretion in responding to cases.

Question 9 Places for compelling circumstances

Admissions and enrolment figures broadly reflect the physical capacity of schools. It is therefore important that as far as possible the numbers actually enrolled reflect that capacity. Council would propose that applications based on compelling circumstances should be heard early and pupils placed in advance of the main cohort and that any admitted subsequently should be regarded as supernumerary.

Question 10 Central Panel

The panel should incorporate the expertise (medical, social, educational etc) to adjudicate on such matters as well as local knowledge of what provision is available in the area. The panel should consist of either 3 or 5 members.

Question 11 Places for Statemented pupils

Council would anticipate that, depending on local arrangements, statemented pupils meeting the general criteria should apply through normal procedures.  Where this is not the case the Council would recommend that statemented pupils should be supernumerary. However the enrolment number should include them in the school year after they have entered and any necessary adjustments to admissions numbers.

Question 12 Family focused

Admissions criteria should not break up families.  Therefore Council would give highest priority to siblings (suitably defined) of children attending the school during the year of application. Thereafter it would have sympathy with children who have siblings who have attended the school, but at the discretion of the school, but sees no merit in any other family relationship as a principal criterion. Children of employees of the school could be included in criteria (this should be all employees). It would have relatively little impact on admissions given the number of pupils involved but it would be a ‘family friendly’ policy and would also convey a confidence about the school to the community.

Question 13 Community based

Council strongly identifies with the concept of parish. Catholic maintained schools have a history and tradition of identification with their parish community. In practice most schools were funded initially by their local parishes.  All children in the parish area regardless of religion are welcome in catholic maintained schools. 

Question 14 Geography

Given the child centred nature of catholic education Council is attracted to the use of child centred catchments as opposed to school centred. The Department has identified benefits in terms of practicality and costs to which Council would add the potential benefits in pupils’ health for those walking or cycling to their school Council feels that geographic criteria expressed in terms of identified parishes if necessary in priority order is helpful to the process because of the defined boundaries and should continue to be used. 

Question 15 Tiebreakers

The bulk of children will be admitted to school under the criteria already considered. In the event of oversubscription under any of these criteria, governors will need a tie breaker criterion to determine to the last individual applicant. Council would favour schools being able to choose a methodology to meet their needs from either:

Proximity to school. This has the advantage of minimizing the travel distance for those entering the school. However the Department should indicate which methods of measuring distance are acceptable.. 

Date of birth - This has the benefit of being easily obtained from the application form.  Council does not favour any form of random process as it lacks transparency.

Question 16 Other criteria

All the major criteria have been identified. The use of random lottery is unfair and unworkable. Similarly the use of interviews should be banned. These cannot effectively be standardised over the time period of the admissions process and are open to claims that they assess aptitude or ability or social circumstances.

Particular difficulties that arise for an individual child should be dealt with by the admissions support body which in consultation with the Department could allow variations in admissions or enrolment numbers. The discretion should allow governors to accept additional children outside of the normal criteria if they are recommended by the admissions support body.

Question 17 Menu Options

Council would feel that in keeping with the catholic ethos the highest priority should be given to the family and family connections. The next criterion should reflect the geography of the catchment and in the case of catholic schools would normally be expressed in terms of parishes or any ‘partnership area’ designated under new post-primary arrangements.   

The Council would recommend that these two criteria should be specified in order on all admissions criteria.  Thereafter Council consider that schools can apply any order from a list of approved criteria. In regards to the use of a tie breaker the Department should leave the selection of a particular tie breaker from a list of approved criteria to the discretion of the governors.

Question 18 Appeals

There should be a single set of regulations governing the membership of admission appeals and expulsion appeals tribunals. Each tribunal should have a member with knowledge of the locality and the circumstances that prevail.  Tribunals should be held as local to the parents as practical and in a neutral environment.

Other Issues

The Department should make regulations to require proof of address in any application for school admission.

The existing parental preference system should be maintained. The same admissions criteria should apply for entry to the school during and subsequent to entry in year 8 of post primary education. 
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