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Muswell Hill Schools

Briefing: obstacles to opening new classes in the Muswell Hill area

The Muswell Hill parents group have proposed the following options to create additional school places for September 2004:

· Temporary classrooms at:

· Muswell Hill Primary

· Coldfall Primary

· Tetherdown Primary

· Use of classrooms vacated by Blanche Neville at Rhodes Avenue.

We have explored these options in detail and have now concluded that it would be unreasonable to adopt any of them in the current circumstances. This paper sets out the obstacles which, taken together, lead us to that conclusion and then outlines the steps we can take to try and help individual parents find places nearer to their homes.

1 Statutory Process

Proposals to set and vary admissions numbers are regulated in accordance with the Schools Admissions Code of Practice. The following extracts are those relevant to this matter. Their overall effect is to restrict the freedom of LEAs to vary ‘admission numbers’ - that is, the number of school places available for admissions - once these have been consulted on and published. 

Variation to determined admission arrangements 

4.19 
Once admission arrangements have been determined, they can only be varied in accordance with section 89 of the 1998 Act and the Regulations made under that section. (The relevant paragraphs of Section 88 are attached. ] 

4.20
Where an admission authority considers that the arrangements should be varied because of a major change in circumstances, that authority must refer the proposed variations to the Adjudicator, notifying all the bodies which were or should have been consulted before the arrangements were determined. A major change of circumstances is considered to be a serious and unexpected event affecting the provision of education at the school. An example might be a fire that has destroyed classroom space. However, a request to the Adjudicator for a variation is not always necessalry; for example, where a misprint occurred in the published admission arrangements. In addition, an admission authority may vary its admission number, irrespective of whether such a variation constitutes a major change, where such a variation is necessary to implement proposals published under section 28 of the 1998 Act. Where such a proposed variation is approved by either the School Organisation Committee, without modification, or the Adjudicator under Schedule 6 of that Act, an admission authority is not required to refer the variation to the Adjudicator under section 89(5). However, where the School Organisation Committee has modified the admission number, which forms part of the proposals, the variation must be referred to the Adjudicator under section 89(5). [Section 28 sets out the statutory processes for changing school~ including changes in the size of schools. The guidance issued by the DFES on these matters is at www.dfes.gov.uk/schoolork/promoter-guidance.cfm. It indicates that these statutory processes do not apply to temporary enlargement or enlargement which does not increase the size of the school by over 25% within a defined period. On this basis we consider that these statutory processes would not apply to the options considered here.] 

4.21
Admission authorities should consider very carefully before referring a variation to the Adjudicator and should not do so once parents have been asked to make their decisions, unless a major change in circumstances makes this unavoidable.

The above sections indicate that we would need to demonstrate to the schools adjudicator, appointed by the Secretary of State, that ‘a major change of circumstances’ makes varying the admission numbers ‘unavoidable’.

The following section also states that we should seek agreement from the Admissions Forum to any significant increase in pupil numbers.

Duty to apply published arrangements

7. 10 
Admission authorities are required to consult before determining an admission number for each normal year of entry and their other admission arrangements. The determined admission arrangements, including the admission number, must be published, and the admission authority must respect those admission numbers and apply the published arrangements in admitting pupils to its school. Admission authorities should not decide to admit significantly above their published number unless this has been agreed by the Admission Forum, for example to assist vulnerable children, or unless exceptional circumstances apply. Admission Forums are encouraged to monitor whether admissions match published numbers.

However, the office of the Schools Adjudicator has advised that this requirement is waived if we can demonstrate urgency and that (as above) ‘a major change of circumstances’ makes varying the admission numbers ‘unavoidable’.

There are no specific guidelines on what constitutes such a major change. The code of practice states:

A major change of circumstances is considered to be a serious and unexpected event affecting the provision of education at the school. An example might be a fire that has destroyed classroom space. (para 4.19)

2 Effects of applying the allocations rules

If an additional class were to be opened in any school, places would need to be allocated in line with the original admission criteria. Where a school has a waiting list, places would need to be allocated in line with the over-subscription criteria. The admissions criteria and oversubscription criteria for any school should not be at variance. This means that it is highly likely that other children already on the waiting list for whichever school was identified to offer additional places would have a higher priority. The LEA has modelled this on two schools in the Muswell Hill area. In both schools, the number of families from the Muswell Hill group who would be allocated places s proportionately small - in both cases well under half.

A further consideration that must be taken into account is the effect that opening an additional class would have on families who based their completion of the original application form on the number of published places for a school. Parents may have not expressed a preference for a school where it appeared that they would not meet the criteria for the original numbers of places. An example could be that they live just beyond the distance criteria for the school. However, if the LEA had published a higher Planned Admission Limit, the distance criteria would have extended further from the school and other families allocated a place. Consequently, these families could argue that they expressed their preferences on the basis of a false premise.

3 Impact on other schools

If an additional class were to be opened in the Muswell Hill area, the impact on other schools would be significant, both in terms of pupil movement and budget. Initially, some schools would lose pupils who have been allocated, as parents will refuse the offer in favour of a place within the additional class. Further to this, some parents who have accepted places in a school that was not of their preference but who are on the waiting list and will have a high priority for placement in the additional class. This will then cause further movement of pupils and a corresponding effect on surrounding schools.

Some schools are likely to have vacant places. This will affect the budget allocation for the school as they are funded for the number of pupils who are actually on roll.

4 Property and planning constraints

Tetherdown Primary

· IFE primary school currently underprovided with outdoor play space 

· No soft play. Hard play is reduced further due two reception cabins on playground 

· The new school extension is being designed. Will use land immediately to the rear of existing hall. 

· Council has not yet purchased the land for expansion 

· Planning permission required for a temporary classbase. Would have to be submitted by next week for Sept. intake. M 

· Any temporary classbase would have to be located on the land immediately behind the reception cabins, below the trees. The land slopes down very steeply making temporary accommodation difficult to access from the main school building (toilets, dining etc.) The Council would need legal agreement with the owners regarding temporary occupation as this is where TreeHouse will be constructing their permanent school (although not likely to start const. just yet) 

· Considerable site preparation required to locate a temporary classroom outside the school site (steps up the slope, security fencing)

Coldfall and Muswell Hill Primary Schools

Generally

· Suitable location for temporary classbase does not allow proximity to the existing year group as the ‘year’ progresses through the school. Internal reorganisation required

· Both schools are at capacity with teaching spaces, and non-teaching support rooms

· Existing staff facilities in both schools minimal

· General access to both sites is very restricted

· Vehicular drop off to both schools is problematic

· Traffic Survey likely requirement for planning application

Muswell Hill: Temporary 

The plan of the school derives historically from being two separate schools and is split between juniors and infants at opposite ends of the site 

· Narrow site, no playing fields. Hard play area well below the recommended guideline 

· General hall space at capacity. Layout does not lend itself to expansion

· Expansion to the infant side is not possible without significantly reducing play space (Existing area is at the low end of the guideline)

· Expansion to the junior side is more feasible but still reduces hard play. (Existing hard play exceeds guideline area - lack of informal and social areas suggests is at capacity)

Coldfall: Temporary

Space is more generous on account of both setting and building type but building configuration restricts it efficient use.

· The dining hall and kitchen are undersized and overstretched and must be addressed as part of any expansion

· Horizontal and vertical circulation within the building is poor and restricts its current operation. Disabled access at the school is very poor

· Existing toilets are badly located. No accessible (disabled) WC.

· School is close to recommended guidelines for external play area, with all ‘zones’ catered for.

· Expansion would put pressure on these spaces

· Best location for temporary expansion would be adjacent to the Nursery entrance and could link with existing facilities

· Expansion requires additional toilets

Rhodes Avenue:

Feasibility study was completed last year into potential expansion. It concluded that

· A number of the classbases at KS 1 & KSII are below the recommended standards (i.e. at BB82)

· The spaces vacated by the former Blanche Neville occupants are undersized and the school has utilised these for Special Educational Needs and Arts Resources.

· For any long term expansion reorientation of accommodation and ancillary spaces site would be required.

· Any expansion of Rhodes would have a detrimental effect on the sustainability of Bounds Green School.

5
Steps to assist parents

At the present time, offers are still -being made to families and families are deciding on the takeup of places. There is a degree of movement in this process and places may become available in schools that appear full. These places are then allocated in accordance with the admissions criteria. In some cases this will mean that a family who were not allocated any of their preferences at the time of the first offer, are subsequently offered a place in a preferred school. In other cases, although the LEA may not be able to offer any of the original preferences to a family, it may be possible to revise the offer to enable the pupil to attend a school that is closer to home. Parents who want this option to be considered should contact the Admissions Service.

The relevant paragraphs of Section 89 of the 1998 Act

(5)
Where an admission authority-

(a)
have in accordance with subsection (4) determined the admission arrangements which are to apply for a particular school year, but 

(b)
at any time before the end of that year consider that the arrangements should be varied in view of a major change in circumstances occurring since they were so determined, the authority shall (except in a case where their proposed variations fall within any description of variations prescribed for the purposes of this subsection) refer the proposed variations to the adjudicator, and shall (in every case) notify the bodies whom they consulted under subsection (2) of the proposed variations. 

(6)
The adjudicator shall consider whether the arrangements should have effect with those variations until the end of that year; and if he determines that the arrangements should so have effect or that they should so have effect subject to such modification of those variations as he may determine-

(a)
the arrangements shall have effect accordingly as from the date of his determination; and 

(b)
the admission authority shall (except in such cases as may be prescribed) notify the bodies whom they consulted under subsection (2) of the variations subject to which the arrangements are to have effect.

