
Honorary Associates:   Graham Allen MP    Robert Marshall-Andrews QC MP    Prof. Peter Atkins   Iain Banks    Lorraine Barrett AM        Edward
Bond   Michael Cashman MEP     Colin Challen MP     Nick Cohen      Prof. Richard Dawkins         Lord Desai      Rt. Hon. Michael Foot        Prof. A C

Grayling     Dr. Evan Harris MP   Patrick Harvie MSP   Christopher Hitchens   Paul Holmes MP      Prof. Ted Honderich    Kelvin Hopkins MP   Sir
Ludovic Kennedy     Graham Linehan    Baroness Massey of Darwen    Lord McIntosh of Haringey   Jonathan Meades   George Melly    Sir Jonathan

Miller   Taslima Nasrin   Lord O’Neill of Clackmannan     Lord Peston    Harold Pinter     Philip Pullman      Lord Raglan      Claire Rayner     Martin
Rowson     Joan Ruddock MP     Joan Smith   Dr. David Starkey   Lord Taverne QC   Polly Toynbee    Baroness Turner of Camden   Gore Vidal   Prof.

Lord Wedderburn of Charlton QC

National Secular Society (Company limited by guarantee.  Registered in  England No. 1418145)                        Registered Office address shown
above

1 December 2006 (2nd letter)

Rt Hon Alan Johnson, MP
Secretary of State for Education and Skills
c.c. School Admissions and Class Size Unit 5D, 5th Floor
Department for Education
Sanctuary Buildings
Great Smith Street
London SW1P 3BT
(By email)

c.c. Dr Evan Harris MP, Paul Holmes MP Graham Allen MP

Dear Mr Johnson

Faith School Admissions

The National Secular Society’s formal second response to the above consultation follows
(closing date 1 December 2006). We have also responded separately to the supplemental
consultation on school admissions.

Our overall recommendation is that direct and indirect religious admissions criteria
should be banned. (An example of the latter might be siblings of existing pupils.)

Our comments on specific paragraphs of the code are as follows:

1.28 We accept that (in the words of para 1.28) “Given the potential for discrimination,
admission authorities may only use supplementary application/information forms that
request additional information when it has a direct bearing on decisions about acceptable
oversubscription criteria” but we do not believe this should be permitted to include “for
example, asking for a reference from a priest or other religious minister for a faith school”.
Our rationale for this and our objections to such a reference is that:

1. there is no reason to assume such a reference will not be discriminatory and a priest or
other religious minister is likely to be in possession of much of the information, the use of
which would be prohibited under para 2.5. In particular it seems likely that some priests or
ministers will covertly select/give good references based on perceptions of a pupil’s
academic ability or the parents’ social class, wealth or disposable income, their willingness
to contribute generously to church funds or work, or friendliness towards the vicar.
Adverse references could be expected in some cases where the parents or prospective
pupil are inarticulate, have special needs or for whom English is a Foreign Language.
2. there is, as far as we are aware, no mechanism to ensure that it is not discriminatory
3. we believe it gives faith schools an unreasonable advantage over other schools, and
4. we do not consider it is legally appropriate to determine admission to a publicly funded
facility on any assessment of the degree of religious belief of a prospective pupil or of
his/her parents:
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a) because we do not consider that this is a legitimate area of enquiry by the state or its
agencies (any more than would enquiry about the political allegiance of the parents)
b) even if (which we do not accept) such matters were a legitimate area of enquiry by the
state or its agencies as far as adults or even older, say post 16, pupils were concerned,
younger pupils, especially those under 13, do not have the capacity to give information on
such matters.

1.37 On the same grounds as those given for para 1.28, we object to licence being given
(in the words of para 1.37) “to schools designated as having a religious character” where
“the prohibition in paragraphs 1.26 and 1.27 do not prevent the use of a supplementary
form that asks parents or children about their membership of or relationship with the
church or religious denomination in accordance with paragraphs 2.18 to 2.24 of this
Code.”

2.5 The references to “social or religious group” should be amended to read “social,
religious or belief group” and 2.5 should make specific reference to atheists and agnostics.
We believe in item 2.5 “expressly” should be amended to read “expressly or implicitly” in
order to achieve exclusions by simply making a full list of positive requirements of all-but
excluded groups.

2.18 We object to “give preference in their admission arrangements to members of a
particular faith or denomination” on the following grounds:

1) Discrimination on admission is statistically unsustainable. While around 33% of
schools are designated as having a religious character and many of which will be able
to enforce religious criteria for entry, only around three percent of parents are
voluntarily in church on an average Sunday. This huge disparity illustrates the gross
unfairness of religious entry criteria are and are unsustainable in equity, and perhaps
in law.
Church or mass attendance on a normal Sunday in England is around 3.2 million out
of a 50 million population (6.3%). The percentage relating to the age of most parents
is around just 4% (3.4% of the 6.4m aged 20-29 and 4.4% of the 11.2m aged 30-44).
Not all of these will be parents and a significant number will only be attending church
simply to obtain/retain admission. The 96% or 97% of the parents who do not attend
church on an average Sunday (or only do so unwillingly or infrequently) are forced to
feign religious affiliation to gain access to many of the third of schools which are of a
religious character.
It is widely acknowledged that churchgoing simply to attain entry to schools is
widespread. There are 1.7 million pupils in religious schools although not all of these
are operating over-subscription criteria.  But if even only a small proportion, say 10%,
were attending to obtain admission (and we think it more) it would constitute a quarter
of church attendance in this age group. In these circumstances, the imposition of
such criterion seems a gross imposition.
The widespread cheating by parents to obtain entry is written about in newspapers as
if it were perfectly normal, if regrettable. There are real hard luck stories of the near-
impossibility of getting in to good school in many parts of London, for example,
without feigning belief. This makes the real entry criterion for many parents to be the
willingness to engage in hypocrisy.
The reports of parents that begin attending church for the sole purpose of gaining
school admission for their child/children sometimes meet with a response from the
churches that the initial reason that a person attends church is of no great
consequence as attendance is good for them. Such patronising comments evade the
reality, which is that parents feel coerced into attendance. It is unreasonable for them
to be coerced in such a way in order to avail themselves of a publicly-funded facility
and we call on the proscription of such criteria. It is not a legitimate function of the
education system to recruit for the churches.
The already huge disparity between the 33% and 3% shown above will grow as
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church attendance figures, which have been in almost constant decline for 60 years,
are projected by Christian Research to continue steep spiral downwards while the
number and proportion of religious schools or academies is rising.

2) Discrimination against the non-religious It is directly or indirectly discriminatory to
exclude parents/pupils from publicly funded schools, or make it much more difficult for
them to be admitted, based on the ‘wrong’ or no religion of the parent(s)/child when
there are so many religious schools (about a third) and no counterbalancing
presumption in favour of none/wrong religion parent(s)/children in community schools.
The effect of this is that it places minority religion and non-religious families at a
disadvantage.

3) Religiously disparate or less frequent attenders also discriminated against We believe
that the religious admissions criteria also discriminate against parents with different
beliefs, or who change their beliefs or who are agnostic. We also note the excessively
strict suggested definition http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/5393860.stm of twice
monthly attendance of parents and even pupils, which is unreasonable and does not
respect the rights of either to freedom of conscience.

4) Questions about Parents’ and children’s religion illegitimate It is not legitimate to ask
about parents’ religion or belief. This should be a private matter rather than a
legitimate concern of state. Children’s/pupils’ religion or lack of it should not be
legitimate concern of state and, at the age(s) of admission, children do not have the
capacity to give such information on which such important decisions are being based.

5) Locals disadvantaged and unnecessary travel caused Some pupils will be denied
entry to their local school and the alternative may be a long way away or not suitable,
simply because they do not rank sufficiently highly in the admissions ranking because
of the child or parents are of the ‘wrong’ faith or none. The practical results of
discrimination can be substantial where it results in inadmissibility to the nearest
practical school. Unnecessary journeys could result, resulting in more pollution.

6) Disadvantaged groups indirectly discriminated against Pupils from – say one parent
or a less assertive parent – families not able or willing to go through the charade of
religious selection are largely excluded. There is a significantly lower proportion of
free school meal pupils in CofE schools than in community schools suggesting
strongly that selection has worked against the selection for admission of such pupils.

2.2  We call for the “should consider” in the first sentence “Admission authorities for faith
schools should consider how their particular admission arrangements impact on the local
community” be replaced with “are required to demonstrate”

Members of the Society have sent us practical examples of hardship and objections of
principle to the admissions code, but we have not included these in this Submission in
order to make it as concise as possible. We are happy to discuss these in any meeting
you wish to have.

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss these matters with you.

With best wishes,

Yours sincerely,

Keith Porteous Wood
Executive Director

[Response to consultation
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/conResults.cfm?consultationId=1418]


