England expects school choice by (properly run) lotteries

The Final admission code for schools in England will come into effect on 28 Feb 2007, and affect school placements from 2008. 

The code states that 

Random allocation (lottery)

2.28
Random allocation of school places can be good practice particularly for urban areas and secondary schools. However, it may not be suitable in rural areas. It may be used as the sole means of allocating places or alongside other oversubscription criteria.( such as a ‘tie break’) Random allocation can widen access to schools for those unable to afford to buy houses near to favoured schools and create greater social equity.

2.29
If admission authorities decide to use random allocation when schools are oversubscribed, they need to set out clearly how this will operate, and must ensure that arrangements are transparent. They must  (should) undertake a fresh round of random allocation when deciding which child is to be offered a place from a waiting list, and must (should) not use the results of an earlier round of random allocation as this would disadvantage those who had applied for a place at the school after the first random allocation was carried out.

2.30
In order to provide verification that the random allocation process has been carried out fairly, admission authorities should ensure that they are supervised by someone independent of the school.

note that 2 ‘should’s have been strengthened to ‘must’s from previous draft

Comment: How to run a proper lottery:

This last paragraph shows that someone at the Department has spotted the pitfalls as well as the benefits of using random allocation.  These conditions for a proper lottery which admits or ‘de-selects’ candidates may become highly contentious when it comes to school admissions.  But just saying ‘we used a lottery, you lost’ will not be enough. To avoid any further hint of discrimination, the lottery draw should be at a ceremony open to all. If not, how can any candidate be sure that the draw was not rigged? A lottery draw leaves no evidence, no audit trail, only results.  To ensure the widest acceptance of the results, perhaps it would be best to call in an independent scrutineer like the Electoral Reform Society. 

