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FULL TIME ADMISSION FOR RECEPTION AGED FOUR YEAR OLDS

Report by Director for Children Young People & Families

Introduction

1. Oxfordshire schools are funded to offer half-time places for children from the September after their fourth birthday until the term after their fifth birthday, when the funding becomes full time.  The current position of part-time admission, but discretionary full-time admission by some schools, subsidised from their own budgets, generates more letters of concern from parents to the Local Authority than any other issue in early learning and childcare (50+).  The concerns are predominantly about equity and access of entitlement, and therefore choice, which varies from one local authority to another, but also from one part of the county to another. 

2. Oxfordshire County Council has undertaken a cost benefit analysis on proposals to change the current admission arrangements to offer full time education to all reception aged pupils.  A major benefit of this change will be to allow the Council to access government funds of some £4.2 million which can be used to improve access and quality of learning for children in this age range.

3. As part of this process the Council commissioned an independent survey of the views of parents on this issue.  It has also undertaken on-line and paper-based consultation with other stakeholders such as schools and private, voluntary and independent early years settings.  Summaries of the finding of both consultations are attached at Annexes 1 and 2 to this report.

4. The Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee considered a draft of this report on 22nd May and was principally in favour of full time admission. 

What would a Change in Admission Arrangement to Full time Mean in Practice?

Impact on Children

5. In many schools children already attend school full time for the whole or part of the reception (F1) year.  In January 2007, 97.5% of children in this age group were already in maintained or independent schools and only 2.5% (164 children) were in private or voluntary settings.  Of the children attending school 75% were already attending school full-time.

6. It is not compulsory for children to attend school before they are 5.  If preferred, children under 5 years old can stay in a private or voluntary sector pre-school.  The proposed change would not affect the right of parents to defer entry until the term after their child’s 5th birthday.
7. There is little specific research available on the effect of full time versus part time attendance at school in the reception year.  However the national Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) research programme shows that the quality of provision is generally better when there is a qualified teacher involved and where care and education is combined in one centre.  Continuity of relationships with key staff is also particularly important to children’s social and emotional development and sense of well-being and particularly critical in the early years.

8. At the moment schools in Oxfordshire do very different things.  Those schools that take only part-time 4 year olds often do so because they can only afford to employ part-time staff for part of the year.  This means that there is a high turnover of staff and lack of continuity for children.  If children were funded full time it would help schools maintain high standards and provide a more stable staffing structure with continuity of relationships for the children.

Impact on Parents

9. The current policy leads to a considerable number of complaints and has been highlighted as in need of review in the Local Authority’s Annual Performance Assessment in 2006.  

10. Under the current policy, schools offer different packages of provision to this age range which impacts on parental choice.  Some schools offer full time places as ‘childcare’ and charge for these places – but this leads to complaints that a child’s early years entitlement in these schools is subject to parents’ ability to pay

11. The current policy is very difficult for working parents whose children have to move from full-time day care to a part-time place at schools. 

12. An independent survey of parents has been undertaken by Oxfordshire Research Agency to ascertain parental view on the proposal.  Over 80 % of parents supported the proposal.  A full copy of the parental survey report is available in the Members’ Resource Centre and a summary is attached at Annex 1.

Impact on Schools
13. Many schools are already offering full time places to reception-aged children before they are five years old.  In January 2007 over 75% of children in the reception year were attending school full time.  However, currently schools are only given part-time funding for children who attend full-time before they are five years old.  This means that the provision is subsidised from the rest of the school budget.  Those schools that cannot afford to make this subsidy are often in the position of having to employ additional staff for part of the year.  This disrupts continuity for children at an age where relationships with staff are critical to children’s learning and development. 

14. The cost of implementing full-time admissions, based on current funding arrangements would be an additional £5.3 million.  Additional Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) from the Government would generate £4.2 million of this funding.  Overall there would be significantly more in the pot to distribute and many schools are currently already offering full-time places without any additional resources.  Most schools would stand to gain significantly from increased resources due to the additional full-time pupils.  However a few schools may stand to lose funding – for example, if they do not currently admit reception aged (F1) four year olds.

15. New guidance on formula funding for schools is currently being published so it is difficult to accurately assess the impact of the change to full-time funding on a school-by-school basis. This will form part of a formula review in conjunction with the Finance Working Group of the Schools Forum.

16. As most schools are providing full time for all reception year children by the summer term, it is unlikely that there would be significant implications for use of school buildings and outdoor areas.  A recent survey of all primary schools has confirmed this although a few individual cases are still to be followed up. 

Impact on Private, Voluntary and Independent Settings

Oxfordshire has a high level of private, voluntary and independent provision (345 non-maintained settings supported by our advisory and development teams) which we wish to maintain.  The following table shows the number of reception aged (F1) children in the private, voluntary and independent sector in 2005/6.  The independent sector is also recorded although these providers are unlikely to be significantly affected by any change in admission policy.  

	
	Children in PVI Sector

Total F1
	independent
	PV only

	Summer 07
	228
	182
	46

	Spring 07
	487
	323
	164

	Autumn 06
	989
	485
	504


Source: NEF database

17. A change to full time admission is likely to mean that some parents would send their children to school at the beginning of the school year and fewer would defer their take up of a school place.  This would impact on the funding of those settings especially in the autumn term, and of those who use private and voluntary provision to provide wrap around care for half-time school places.  However the number of reception children in the private and voluntary sector is relatively small and spread across a large number of settings.  On the basis of the analysis we have undertaken, the change is unlikely to impact significantly on sustainability of places overall.

18. However, the County Council recognises that the private, voluntary and independent sectors are highly valued by parents and provide essential services in local communities.  County Council Members and Officers have listened to concerns expressed from the non-maintained sector that there are a range of national issues and central Government initiatives, which are creating pressures on the sustainability and viability of their provision and we do not wish to add to this pressure.  There is ongoing commitment and support from the County Council to work in partnership with these providers to provide support for the challenges of meeting these initiatives and ensuring the voice of the private sector is represented on relevant partnerships and working groups. 

19. Officers have made a detailed analysis of the potential maximum impact on those settings currently providing wrap around childcare for children in the F1 age range, based on actual attendances in Autumn 2006 and Spring 2007.  In the autumn term (2006) 359 children attended an average of 2.8 wrap around sessions per week in 86 settings.  In the spring term this number had dropped to 217 children in 57 settings.  A large number of these are accounted for by the County’s Partnership Foundation Stage Units (PFSUs).  12 PFSUs and 22 other PVI settings have at least 5 F1 children who take up wrap around sessions in either or both terms and may notice a significant impact under the proposal should parents choose to send their children to school rather than continue their option to defer.

20. In order to minimize the impact of any local policy changes at the same time as increasing choice to parents and quality for children, the implementation plan of the full-time admissions proposal will include the following actions:

21. Full-time funding to children will be extended for those children whose parents defer take up of the place offered at school. Therefore, if the proposal is approved, the nursery education funding scheme will be changed to allow settings to claim funding for children who defer take up of a place on the same basis as those in schools – e.g. for up to 10 sessions a week rather than the current maximum of 5. 

22. Where a formal partnership arrangement exists (PFSU), schools and settings will be encouraged to continue with existing systems which already involve a qualified teacher and close partnership with the school.  A system of split funding for children attending this type of provision will be developed to support this. 

23. Officers will investigate any reported cases of a school contravening the admissions policy or putting pressure on parents who choose to defer take up of a place within the academic year and complaints of this nature would be treated very seriously.

24. To underline this last point, a letter will be sent from the Council to schools reminding them of the admissions policy and the behaviour we expect.

25. An early years funding group will be established, with representation from the private and voluntary sector to advise the schools forum on devolved funding arrangements and the nursery education grant.

26. Business support and where appropriate, short-term sustainability grants, will be offered to any group that can demonstrate that its viability is threatened by the implementation of the proposal for full time admission.

Options and Risks

	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Full-time admission
	· Increases capacity for better quality education/

· Increased continuity for children

· Greater equity of entitlement

· Attracts additional resources from the DfES

· Simplifies funding and organisational issues
	· Some redistribution of funds across schools

· Shortfall of funding in the first year would need to be carried forward and distributed across the formula for subsequent years

· Potential impact on the PVI sector

	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Retain the status quo
	· No cost implications

· No impact on voluntary sector
	· Schools unable to provide continuity and best quality for children

· Continued complaints from parents about equity of entitlement. 

· Negative impact on APA

	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Enforce universal part-time admission
	· Potentially greater equity but not if schools continue to charge for additional sessions. 

· No additional cost

· Potentially increased business for private and voluntary sector
	· Reduces capacity for improvement in quality and achievement for young children in schools as would not attract the additional DSG for ft pupils

· Schools could still charge for full-day creating continued equity issues.

· Not possible to enforce for VA schools

· Would reduce current entitlement and be very unpopular with parents


Financial Implications 

27. The cost of implementing full-time admissions, based on current funding arrangements would be an additional £5.3 million.  £4.2 million of this funding would be generated by additional DSG attracted through increased numbers in the January Pupil Level Annual School Census (PLASC) returns.  The rest would need to be found through redistribution of current resources within the DSG.  Most schools would stand to gain significantly from increased resources due to the additional full time pupils.  However some schools would stand to lose some funding – mostly the 4 Junior schools or schools that do not admit children until they are 5.  The picture would also change for the Voluntary Aided schools if they adopted the County Admission policy as a result of the change.  Work will be undertaken as part of the formula review and in the light of new guidance to determine the impact on a school by school basis. 

28. The earliest that any changes could be implemented would be January 2009.  As the DSG in any financial year is calculated on the PLASC pupil numbers return and the Early Years Census of the preceding January, the children would need to be in school full time in January in order to attract the funding. However there would be a shortfall in the year of implementation and timing is critical. 
29. For an initial one-off investment of £1.35m for 3 months in the first year (2008/09), the Council would be able to attract approximately £4.2 million through increased DSG year on year to invest in higher quality and more consistent education for our youngest children.  The initial investment would be met through redistribution of DSG over subsequent years.
Capital
30. As most schools are providing full time for all reception year children by the summer term, it is unlikely that there would be significant capital implications.  A recent survey of all primary schools has confirmed this.  Implementation dates could coincide with new primary capital programme funding.

Transport

31. Whilst a change to full time admissions might generate more demands for support for transport for children prior to compulsory school age, the legal requirements and potential demand would not be affected by such a change in policy.  Organising transport for full-time children is likely to be easier than transporting children at mid-day.  At their meeting on 22 May 2007, the Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee recommended that the Council should re-look at its policy for funding transport for children under five years old.  

Summary and Links to Corporate Priorities

32. The current position of funding children part-time until the term after they turn five years old, combined with flexibility for schools to admit full-time (resourced from their own budgets), has led to a considerable amount of inconsistency across the County in how the admissions policy is applied.  This has a direct impact on the quality and quantity of early education provision for individual children depending on where they live, when they were born, and the school they attend.

33. A change to full-time would be in line with the Council’s priority for removing this post-code lottery and improving real choice.  It would also provide value for money by bringing significant additional resources into Oxfordshire schools that would provide greater consistency and higher quality education to the youngest children in schools.  It would also create a simplified and more equitable entitlement and reduce the current number of concerns and complaints on this issue from parents.

RECOMMENDATION

34. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

(a) approve a change to full-time admission for all reception aged children from January 2009; and,

(a) instruct officers to work with the private and voluntary sector providers to implement actions outlined in the report.

JANET TOMLINSON

Director for Children Young People & Families

Background papers:
 
Full time admission consultation documents 2007

Oxford Research Agency survey of parental views 2007

Contact Officer: 
Annie Davy – Assistant Head, Early Years and Family Support, Tel: (01865) 815493

July  2007

ANNEX 1

Full Time Admission Proposals: Survey of Parents Views

by Oxford Research Agency

Executive Summary

Background

1. Oxfordshire County Council is considering whether to introduce a change in the admission policy for reception aged children.  The council commissioned Oxford Research Agency to conduct research with parents to examine their initial views on this issue.  This data has been used to explore likely demand should the policy be implemented.

Methodology

2. The research took place between March and April 2007. A face to face survey was carried out with 311 parents of children aged 2 – 6 years across Oxfordshire. 

Summary of Findings

3. The findings lend support to a change in the schools admissions policy offering all children a free full-time place from the September before the child’s 5th birthday. Eight in ten parents (81%) of children aged 2 - 6 years old say they would support the policy change if introduced – three in five would strongly support it. 

 

4. Further evidence of support comes from parents’ responses to an open ended question asking them about the improvements they would like to see made to the current provision. Spontaneous comments focused on extended hours/full-time provision and subsidised childcare.

 

5. The findings indicate that take-up would be high (particularly in Oxford City), with three-quarters of parents with a child aged four or under saying they are likely to accept the offer of a full-time place if the policy change is implemented. 

 

6. 36 parents (approximately one in ten) would oppose the policy change.  For these parents the main perceived drawback is that it would be worse for the child’s emotional development and this is the thing that would put some parents off accepting the offer of a place. Parents not in favour also express concerns about class sizes, the cost to schools and children being in school for longer in the day. These concerns will need to be addressed if the policy change is implemented.

7. For the large majority of parents, the main perceived benefits of the policy change is that it would be better for the child’s educational and emotional development, as well as providing stability for the child. Convenience and a cost saving is viewed as the main benefits for parents. The findings will be presented as part of report to Oxfordshire County Council Cabinet in July 2007.

ANNEX 2

FULL TIME ADMISSION IN SCHOOLS PROPOSAL: PROVIDER AND STAKEHOLDER SURVEY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background

1. Oxfordshire schools are funded to offer half-time places for children from the September after their fourth birthday until the term after their 5th birthday, when funding becomes full time. There is currently local flexibility with regard admissions arrangements, which means that different schools across the County may follow different admission arrangements. This has generated an increasing number of complaints from parents on the grounds of quality and equity.

2. Oxfordshire Research Agency undertook a survey of parents views between March and April 2007 with a large majority of parents of children aged 2-6 saying they would support a change of policy so that all children would be offered a full time place in the reception year.

3. This research was extended as part of an on line survey to schools, settings and other stakeholders in April to early May, receipt of responses and analysis being undertaken by MRC Ltd. The methodology used and analysis of the responses to this on line survey is summarised below.

Methodology

4. The on line survey and supporting consultation documentation was ‘live’ from April 23rd to May 11th 2007. All private, voluntary and independent settings and the Dioceses and MPs were notified in advance by letter, giving the website link and a contact number and address for paper copies.  District and County Councillors and schools were notified by email.  Where requested hard copy questionnaires were distributed. There were also a limited number of free form email and letter responses. All responses were sent directly to MRC Ltd.  

Summary of Findings

5. 371 responses were received, the majority of which were from Oxfordshire primary schools. There were a smaller number of responses (26) from voluntary sector pre-schools and private nurseries or day nurseries, however it is not clear whether this relatively low response rate is due to private, voluntary and independent (PVI) settings perceiving any changes to have only a limited affect on them.

6. Though, as mentioned above, a parental survey had been undertaken in March/April and this phase of the consultation was not targeted at parents, 85 parents responded to this on line survey, the majority of them from one area of the County (West Oxfordshire). The level of support expressed for the proposal from this group was (as with the specific parent survey above) high at 71%.

7. Overall, 75% of respondents either strongly support or tend to support the proposal, with 23% either strongly opposing or tending to oppose.

8. When responses from individuals in Oxfordshire County Council and PVI sector settings are analysed in isolation, (therefore excluding parental responses, but with potentially more than one response from the same setting), of the 249 responses, overall 76% either strongly support or tend to support the proposal, with 22% either strongly opposing or tending to oppose. 

9. There is, however, a marked division with regard the PVI settings with (of 16 responses) 87% of respondents from voluntary sector or pre-school settings, and (of 10 responses) 100% of respondents from private nursery schools or day nurseries either strongly opposing or tending to oppose the proposal.

10. With regard to the reasons for supporting the proposal, overall the main reasons stated by respondents are that it would lead to enhanced continuity/stability for the child, that all children will start at the same time, that it would be better for children’s educational achievement and that it would lead to equality of provision across the County. ‘Parent centred’ reasons such as convenient for parents and cost saving for parents were seen as of less a priority.

11. In terms of the reasons for opposing the proposal the perception that the proposal, if adopted, would be worse for the child’s emotional development/that the child would not be ready is, by some margin, seen as most important, with child to staff ratio/class size and the impact on the voluntary and private sector also seen as important.

12. A full copy of the report, including individual letter responses will be placed in the Members Resource Centre prior to the report to Cabinet on 17 July.

Dave Moore

MRC Ltd 

July 2007
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