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COUNCIL FOR CATHOLIC MAINTAINED SCHOOLS
LEADING THROUGH INFLUENCE





Post Primary Admissions Criteria 2011

The Council in drafting this advice to Boards of Governors fully recognises the legal authority of Governors in this matter. It is also aware, however, of the obligation of Boards of Governors to maintain the ethos of Catholic Education entrusted through the trustees of all schools to governors. It acknowledges too the principle of Open Enrolment and the advice of the Minister on Transfer and Admissions in proposing that all schools follow the advice on the setting out of admissions criteria as outlined in appendix 1 of this circular.
One of the purposes of admissions criteria is to provide guidance to parents to inform their expectations as to the likelihood or otherwise of a child gaining admission to a given school. They are also the means by which the Board of Governors of a school indicates the procedures by which children will be admitted in the event of oversubscription. Admissions Criteria should never be regarded as a means for a school to enhance its intake, particularly in creating circumstances where a risk is presented to some pupils who might reasonably expect to be admitted. Admission Criteria should never be drafted or applied in such a manner as to rely on some pupils being admitted through the decisions of an Appeals Panel. There is no place for vague, misleading or inaccurate information either in the preamble or in the actual criteria. Admissions Criteria should never be drafted in such a way as to give advantage to those from outside the community or ‘area’ over the entitlement of those within. Similarly the Council strongly recommends that schools do not use a ‘First Preference’ criterion.     

The Council, mindful of the ‘Area - Based’ focus of both the proposed ESA legislation and of the Northern Ireland Commission for Catholic Education (NICCE) consultations on new post-primary arrangements wishes to bring to the attention of Boards of Governors the community dimension of Catholic Education. In most cases the schools were provided by parishes or groups of parishes to meet the needs of the residents of those parishes. Others were provided by Religious Congregations. Re-organisations and new builds on re-located sites have changed and may further change some of these catchments but the concept of the school as a community and as a service within a community continues to be a significant dimension of Catholic Education.
Where a geographical location is a significant distance from any Catholic post primary school there may be a case for that geographical location being included in more than one ‘area’ and, by implication, in the geographical criterion for more than one school.

Over the past few years there have been a number of difficulties which the Council, in consultation with Boards of Governors, the Department of Education and Education and Library Boards, has contributed to resolving. Some of these have been due to genuine errors in drafting and applying criteria. To avoid this situation the Council is asking all Post-primary schools to submit their draft Admissions Criteria to the relevant Diocesan office for comment, before they are passed to the Education and Library Board for publication. Council recognises that this may cause a delay in the provision of this information to Education and Library Boards. Officers will be in touch with all schools where oversubscription is a possibility in relation to this matter.     
At present there is not equity of access to an 11-19 education for all young people and this may impact on the choices which parents make in nominating preferred schools at the point of transfer from Primary schools. The intention of the NICCE proposals is to provide that guarantee over time.  As an interim step the Council would encourage a constructive conversation between 11-19 and 11-16 schools in an area with a view to arranging access by all post 16 students to appropriate sixth form provision. This may lead to amendments to the Year 8 admissions numbers. There is a range of federated arrangements which schools might wish to consider to facilitate access by all young people to appropriate and relevant courses, particularly at post 16.

Yours sincerely

Jim Clarke

Deputy Chief Executive

Appendix 1
Transfer 2011 Guidance
Introduction
In drafting Admissions Criteria for 2011 schools should review their experience of the last transfer round to address any difficulties which may have or could have arisen. They should also consider the guidance published by the Department of Education on 16th September 2011. 
Free School Meals Entitlement (FSME) is not a criterion for admissions in the traditional sense but rather a mechanism to establish a quota which should reflect the intake profile of the school with the identified level of social deprivation in an area. In reality for most maintained schools the FSME balance of the intake is well above the average FSM figures for the areas/communities that they serve and as a consequence there is little risk of an imbalance or discrimination against children from a socially deprived background being excluded whether or not the FSME quota is applied.  
It would be useful, however, for schools to establish a benchmark of their FSM percentage intake averaged over a period of three years and use this to monitor their current intake profile. CCMS will provide the average FSM across the catholic-managed schools in their area which will also provide a further benchmark against which this important issue can be managed. 

As a consequence it is not necessary to include the FSME as a criterion but it would be important to follow the procedure as outlined in the guidance to ensure that the quota is respected. 

The Admission Procedure therefore becomes a two-part process:

(i) The establishment of a FSME quota and ensuring compliance within the transfer 2011 guidance from the Department;

(ii) The application of admissions criteria taking account of the maintenance of the quota.

Recommended criteria for consideration:
The criteria outlined below are those which the Council, reflecting on patterns of transfer across the region and taking account of the ‘area focused’ perspective of the NICCE Post Primary Review process, believes to be generally appropriate. 
(i) Sibling Child of the family (as defined in the Department’s guidance) who will be enrolled during the incoming year. 
(ii)  Geographical Location based on one of:

· Agreed area based on draft NICCE plan

· Pupils residing in designated parishes with no priority order

Definition of an area and sub-division of an area rests with the Trustees, advised by CCMS. Officers will be happy to provide Boards of Governors with support in clarifying this matter. In defining an area the number of places required should be matched with the number of places available as determined by the schools’ enrolment and admissions numbers. An area has to have sufficient places to meet the potential demand and may have up to 10% spare capacity. As a result of this it may be necessary to redraw the area boundaries/catchment for some schools so as to prioritize admissions to those schools to reflect their capacity and to give clear guidance to parents as to the potential for their child to be admitted. 
(iii)   Named Primary Schools:

Council recommends that the Geographical Location based on parishes or specified parts of parishes is the most equitable criterion. A ‘Named Primary School’ criterion might be used, however, to admit pupils from outside a Geographical Location.

· If the geographical location criterion is being used as a higher order criterion then any pupil enrolled in a primary school located in that area and living within that area will be given priority automatically over those outside the area. Similarly children who live in the area and who have siblings/children of the family enrolled will have been admitted already under that higher order criterion
· In such circumstances this criterion would facilitate the admission of pupils enrolled in a primary school located inside the designated geographical area but who reside outside that geographical area
· There is a need to consider how a list of named primary schools could be produced. Should all schools be given equal status? Should there be a priority list? If so how might that priority be determined? Should distance become a factor? Should ‘traditional’ links be considered? How might schools outside the area be prioritised?
Note
Priority should be given to children who live in a parish before children who attend a primary school within a parish. As a consequence it should be parish first with primary school as a subset. 
(iv)   Tie-breaker
A tie-breaker should always treat each child within a particular criterion equally. It must therefore be totally objective. 


Council recommends: 
· A list generated by random selection of the letters of the alphabet and pupils admitted in accordance with the first letter of their surname until the full admissions number is reached. In addition, where necessary, the application of the birth date based on eldest first to further refine the process of achieving the last place may be used. 

· Distance should not be used within a designated geographical area. Every child should be treated equally whether they live beside the school or at the most distant point in the area away from the school. Distance could, however,  be used as a tie-breaker for children living outside of the designated area if a satisfactory means of determining distance can be agreed. It might also be used to determine the priority list for ‘Named Primary Schools’. 
The Council believes that these criteria ought to be sufficient to admit children to schools. 
A number of other criteria have been identified in the Department Guidance. Council believes that within the context of Area-Based Planning and in terms of equity these may present some difficulties. 
· Child of a staff member: 

This criterion has the potential to cause inequality but is acceptable if it is not used as a high ranked priority. The key consideration should be that no local child should be excluded to the benefit of a child from outside the area.
· Eldest Child
CCMS does not see the need for the use of this as a criterion where a ‘geographical location’ is a main criterion as all children including an eldest child should be admitted using that criterion. In this case this criterion could only have relevance for a child living outside the area. If it is used it should be low ranked for the same reasons as ‘Child of a Staff Member’.  

· Other Family Relationships

This is a less significant relationship than that of sibling. A child living in an area would be automatically admitted through the geographical criterion. If used this criterion could advantage a child from outside an area over one living within that area. 
· Nearest Suitable School

The principle of a community or area based approach to school admissions is predicated on the school being the nearest suitable school. In such circumstances this criterion becomes redundant. 
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