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Report to the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families on procedures used for the admission of twins and other children from multiple births to the same school

Background
1. On 2 March 2009 the Secretary of State wrote to the then Interim Chief Schools Adjudicator, Dr Elizabeth Passmore, asking the Chief Adjudicator to undertake a piece of work, and report on the admission of twins (and other children from multiple births) to the same school. 
2. In his letter he comments that ‘the Code is clear that it should generally be possible for twins to be allocated primary school places together. I am surprised to hear that this is sometimes an issue or problem for admission authorities’. The letter was copied to the newly appointed Chief Adjudicator who did not take up post until 1 April.
3. The Secretary of State asked for the report to be delivered by 1 September 2009, separately from the Chief Adjudicator’s Annual Report due at the beginning of November 2009. In order to avoid extra demands on local authorities (LAs), questions relating to the admission of twins and other children from multiple births were included within the template sent out to them as part of the requirement under Section 88P of the School Standards and Framework Act 1988, and Paragraph 4.7 of the School Admissions Code, for them to provide an annual report to the Schools Adjudicator about the admissions arrangements of the schools in their area by 30 June each year.

4. The measures set out in the School Admissions Code (the Code) reflect the Government’s commitment to ensuring fair access for parents to all maintained schools. To this end all schools must have fair and lawful admission arrangements that meet the requirements of the relevant legislation and the mandatory requirements of the Code. 
5. The Code includes guidelines on setting fair oversubscription criteria including on the admission of siblings. The emphasis is on keeping siblings together if this is what parents want, particularly in primary schools. On this the Code says (Paragraph 2.25) ‘The admission authorities for primary schools should ensure in their oversubscription criteria that siblings (including twins, triplets or children from other multiple births) can attend the same primary school, as long as they comply with the Education (Infant Class Sizes) (England) Regulations 1998’ which will be referred to in the remainder of this report as ‘the class size regulations’.
6. LAs were therefore asked to comment on their policy and practice when dealing with applications for twins and other children from multiple births (hereafter in this paper simply referred to as ‘twins’), and wherever possible to comment on the policies and practices of other admission authorities within their LA area.
7. Following a request from the Twins and Multiple Births Association the Chief Adjudicator also had discussion with its Chief Executive for his views.
The issue

8. The separation of twins and other children from multiple births is only usually an issue when a school offers its last available place to one child in the family, and therefore rejects the other/others. It is a particular issue when children begin their schooling due to ‘infant class size’ regulations.
Data validity

9. No particular problems were apparent with the validity of the data collected. However, it should be noted that the questions that were provided asked for free prose answers (as opposed to ‘yes/no’ or box ticking) and therefore the quality of the answers and level of detail provided by LAs was variable.
Findings

10. Responses were received to the questions related to this issue from 150 of the 152 LAs in England, a response rate in excess of 98%. The two which did not respond to them chose not to use the discretionary template provided by the Office of the Schools Adjudicator (OSA) and wrote their reports using the ‘mandatory’ headings for their annual reports. By doing so they inadvertently ‘missed’ the additional questions on twins and other children from multiple births.
11. The vast majority of LAs and other admission authorities appeared to have no specific published policy on twins and so comments very much reflected the procedures followed in practice, specifically, what would happen if twins qualified for the last available place at a school. 
12. A significant majority would admit twins if at all possible, generally by exceeding the published admission number. However, a sizeable minority treated applicants as individuals and made no particular provision for twins. Within the group aiming to admit twins some differentiated in their policies and practices between primary and secondary age children, believing it more important to keep the younger children together. 
13. The biggest problem, identified by almost every LA, was infant age twins, if only one twin qualified for the last place due to the ‘class size regulations’.  These regulations state that generally, no infant class must contain more than 30 pupils with a single teacher. The Code does however list five categories of children (‘excepted pupils’) for whom this legal limit can be breached. Twins do not fall within this group and are therefore not ‘excepted pupils’. 
14. It is clear that many LAs are frustrated by this constraint and believe that twins and children from multiple births should be listed as ‘excepted pupils’, 

15. Approaches most usually used by those LAs and other admission authorities aiming to admit twins wherever possible are:
· Simply exceeding the published admission number. (Paragraph 1.18 of the Code gives a mechanism for this where flexibility is possible, for example in schools where other year groups are not full, and/or where mixed year groups are already being used);
· Taking ‘qualifying measures’ (eg appointing an additional teacher)  where infant class size would exceed 30; 
· Admit both in the expectation that numbers will drop before the beginning of the admission term;
· Wait until two places are available and then admit both.
16. Of specific note are the following examples from different LAs:
· One (North Somerset) includes a criterion for twins in its arrangements which ensures they are both admitted;
· One differentiates between twins in and out of the catchment area;
· One, which makes significant use of random allocation in offering secondary school places, allocates twins the same random number. (Another LA using random allocation makes no special provision).

· Two appear to manipulate the priority order in which places are offered to guarantee places for twins at the expense of other applicants;

· Three say that they already admit infant ‘twins’ as ‘excepted pupils’.
17. Some of the statements recorded in the above paragraph will need to be followed up for further clarification.

18. Where it is either not possible to admit twins, or LAs and other admission authorities make no special provision to do so, the following approaches are reported to be the most commonly used to determine which twin should be admitted:

· parent decides;
· random allocation;
· alphabetical;
· first born 
19. Almost without exception, where twins could not be offered a place at the preferred school, LAs will try to find a place for them at another school within reasonable travelling distance. 

20. The picture on provision for twins made by voluntary aided and foundation schools is mixed, and as diverse as the picture within LAs. Some LAs are not totally clear of the practices used by these types of schools in their areas. As the source of the information for this report was predominantly LAs, further work would be needed to clarify the position more accurately. 
21. As has been noted earlier in this report, many LAs differentiate in their policies and practices between primary and secondary schools. 
22. In terms of primary school admission arrangements, only 20 say that they will admit twins with no caveats to this statement;

· 56 LAs make no specific provision for twins and if only 1 place remains, only 1 will be offered;
· 70 will make every effort to admit twins aged 7-11, but will not always do so for those aged 4-7 because of the class size regulations.
23. Ninety-two LAs made it clear what they would do if, for whatever reason, there was only one primary school place available for twins. The breakdown is as follows:
· 71 allow parents to decide;
· 9 use random allocation;

· 6 offer alphabetically;
· 6 admit the first born;
· It was not clear from the answers what the remainder would do.
24.  For secondary admissions, in summary:
· 68 LAs say that they will admit twins with no caveats to this statement;

· 46 LAs make no provision for twins and if only 1 place remains, only 1 will be offered.
25. Fifty-three LAs made it clear what they would do if, for whatever reason, there was only one secondary school place available for twins. The breakdown is as follows:
· 39 allow parents to decide;
· 9 use random allocation;
· 1 offers alphabetically;
· 4 admit the first born;

· It was not clear from the answers what the remainder would do.
Conclusions
26. Although it is recognised that twins not being placed in the same school can create considerable anxiety for the families involved, in practice, it would seem to be a relatively uncommon occurrence, and nowhere near the numbers reported in the press earlier this year, as it would only happen if they were to tie for the last available place at a school. For example, one LA with an annual cohort size of over 10,000 pupils suggests that it is perhaps only an issue once every two or three years.
27. However, a significant minority of LAs make no special provision should this occur which is at odds, particularly in primary schools, with the recommendations within the Code. The vast majority of those LAs who commented did however say that if the circumstances arose, they would endeavour to find two places at another school within reasonable travelling distance. 
28. Not surprisingly, as a result of overall cohort sizes in primary schools generally being much smaller than in secondary, and the ‘class size regulations’, the issue is greater in primary schools which have much less flexibility in the arrangements they can make to admit twins. 
29. Given the emphasis in the Code on the importance of keeping younger siblings (including twins) together if this is what parents want, it seems that the constraints of the ‘class size’ legislation places restrictions on this for the very youngest children. LAs mentioned frequently that they would prefer to see infant twins and children of multiple births categorised as ‘excepted pupils’.
Recommendations
30. To improve clarity for parents, all admission authorities should be required to consult on, and publish arrangements for the admission of twins and children from multiple births. This should include a specific mention within oversubscription criteria for primary schools.
31. To meet the Code’s advice about enabling twins and children from multiple births to be allocated places together at primary schools, the list of ‘excepted pupils’ in the ‘class size regulations (Paragraphs 2.63 and 2.64 of the Code) should be extended to include them.
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