Parental School Choice & Lotteries

— the birth of an idea

"Life must be understood backwards. But it must be lived forward. "  (As Kierkegaard put it)

Summary: As a result of parental choice, schools may be over-subscribed. A lottery (and virtually no other criterion) to pick entrants may then be used. So says the proposed mandatory Code for School Admissions for England. The genesis of the idea can be followed back to a suggestion made less than two years earlier:

Timeline (backwards):

2006 April: Department for Education and Skills  publishes Draft skeleton School Admission Code 

2004 November: H M Government publishes Response to the Education and Skills Committee’s Report on Secondary Education: School Admissions

2004 July 14th: House of Commons Education and Skills Committee publishes Secondary Education: School Admissions Fourth Report of Session 2003–04
2004 July 5th: New Statesman publishes Education out of a hat, an article by Philip Collins, director of SMF

2004 July: The Social Market Foundation publishes School Admissions: A Report of the Social Market Foundation
Would a school-choice lottery require further measures to be effective? How to equalise access to information, and, should banding also be used with a lottery? are discussed.
Introduction

Using a lottery to decide which applicants to admit will be allowed according to the latest draft Admissions Code for English schools. The is a consequence of the ‘choice’ agenda, but raises an interesting question: Where did the (seemingly crazy) idea of using a lottery come from? Unusually, this is one example where the origin of the idea is clear.

‘Choice’ for the ‘customers’ who make use of public services is widely seen as a way of  improving them. You may not agree with the market-derived idea that choosy customers will drive up the standards of educational achievement in schools, but the Blair government certainly does.(1)  Giving patients and parents the right to choose who treats their ailments or teaches their kids is seen a effective politically and administratively. ‘Choice’ is coming, whether you like it or not!

The consequences of choice in taxpayer-funded services is fairly obvious: Provided for free at the point of consumption, there is bound to be an excess of demand for the best clinics or schools, compared to the supply available. If the market does not ration the scarce places, some other means has to be found.    

The first problem is ‘the sharp elbows of the middle classes’. As leGrand (1) puts it: ‘by virtue of their education, articulacy, and general self-confidence, the middle class are simply better at persuading’, and grabbing the best places. The second problem with school choice is that it can become choice by the school, not by the parents. Seemingly egalitarian moves like extra testing, interviews and reports just reinforce these problems.
Of course forcing equality may not be popular either: Victor Lavy (2) in “From Forced Bussing to Free Choice in Public Schools” describes what happened in Tel-Aviv. Bureaucrats used to mix pupils from rough areas into schools in nice neighbourhoods, using buses. Now parents can choose a school in any part of Tel-Aviv (and can get free bus transport). The result is popular, many more kids go to local schools. Although 90% of parents get their first choice, problems remain: In a brief comment Lavy notes that “excess demand is resolved by a lottery”. When I spoke to the author at a conference on the economics of school choice at Bristol (3) he had no more detail about the lottery, who does it, whether it takes place in public, where the idea came from. Just another desperate bureaucrat reaching for a practical solution, with no systematic or theoretical backup?

As stated at the beginning, the English* Department for Education and Skills (DfES) is grappling with the problems of fair admissions and has drafted the Code which will be enforced on state schools. The ‘Draft Skeleton’ School Admissions Code was published in April 2006(4). There are 11 selection criteria which are expressly forbidden, plus several more which are deemed poor practice. The draft Code then suggests, somewhat obliquely, that a lottery can be used: In para 2.33 the Code states: 

If admission authorities decide to use random allocation when schools are oversubscribed, they need to set out clearly how this will be operated. They should undertake a fresh round of random allocation when deciding who should be offered a place from a waiting list, and should not use the results of an earlier round of random allocation.  Such an approach would disadvantage those who had applied for a place at the school after the first random allocation was carried out. Some admission authorities have used random allocation as a final tie-breaker, or after other acceptable and fair criteria have been used.”

There are no other reference in the document to ‘random allocation’. The question of ‘an earlier round’ which appears here is not elaborated. 

The Code, with its acceptance of lotteries to decide over-subscription,  is the end-result of a process of consultation and discussion. So where did the lottery idea come from? Some 18 months earlier, in November 2004, in response to a Committee Report by MPs on Secondary Education: School Admissions(5) the Government had said:

ADMISSION BY LOTTERY?

Conclusion/Recommendation 35: There is more work to be done in considering how the

admissions lottery approach would affect different groups of children and their families.

Costs related to school transport can be considerable. Unless school transport can be

publicly financed, the impact of failing to get a place at the nearest school will disproportionately burden poorer families. It would be necessary to look at local patterns of application and admission and travel to school routes before any assessment could be soundly based. The Government wants parents to be able to assess their chances of getting a place at a preferred school. That would not be possible under a total lottery system.
What is the intriguing reference to ‘a total lottery system’? For this we need to go back to an earlier document: The deliberations of the Parliamentary Committee concerned with school choice, which four months earlier, in July 2004, had concluded (6) that: (p48)

Admission by lottery?

151. Since we completed our evidence-taking, proposals have emerged for a school admission system based on a lottery. These proposals, most notably from a commission on the issue set up by the Social Market Foundation,  set out a new approach which breaks the link between address and admissions. The system enables parents to express a preference for up to six schools, without regard to local authority boundaries, with school places allocated without reference to the family’s address. Where schools are oversubscribed places would be assigned by means of a ballot where all parents had an equal chance of success. The proposal permits appeals but only on the grounds of maladministration.

152. At first glance this proposal offers an enticing opportunity to end the dominance of

those with the resources to buy homes near to the school of their choice or to influence the outcome of the admissions system by other means. However, given the evidence from the DfES which highlighted parents’ desire for certainty and predictability in the school admissions system it is not clear to us that parents would welcome an approach that increased the level of uncertainty in the system.

153. It appears to us that there is more work to be done in considering how the

admissions lottery approach would affect different groups of children and their

families. In particular we are conscious that costs related to school transport can be

considerable. Unless school transport can be publicly financed, the impact of failing to

get a place at the nearest school will disproportionately burden poorer families. For similar reasons it may be necessary to modify the lottery system for rural areas in order to ensure that children were not required to travel unreasonable distances to attend school. Further consideration is also needed on how siblings, children with special needs, and casual admissions would be handled.”
A footnote to this Report states: The report of the Social Market Foundation’s Commission on school admissions is as yet unpublished. We are grateful for advice from the Social Market Foundation on their proposals.

About the same time as the committee of MPs were drawing up their conclusions, Philip Collins had written an article (7) in the New Statesman, a magazine which is required reading for politicians especially on the left. Collins is the Director of the Social Market Foundation, referred to by the MPs.  After discussing the problems connected with school choice he concluded:

There is a time-honoured way of selecting people who all want the same thing. It will produce a better social mix than the current system, it allocates an equal weight to everybody's choice, and it is indisputably fair between parents: it is a ballot.

This is the conclusion that a commission at the Social Market Foundation has come to. The system would work as follows. There would be just one admissions authority for the whole country, rather like Ucas, which handles university admissions. The 154 LEAs would lose their admissions function, as would all those schools that currently act as their own authority. Parents would be asked to list six preferences, in order. They would be able to choose any school they wanted. The only constraint on this choice would be that the transport subsidy, redeemable only on public transport, would be limited.

Once the applications were in, all schools with more first preferences than places would operate a ballot. If parents do not get their first choice, their child would be allocated to their second-choice school. Where schools get more second choices than they have remaining places, they would hold another round of ballots.

The same procedure would operate for third, fourth and fifth choices, if necessary. It is highly unlikely that it would come down to fifth choices. The majority of preferences would be settled by the second choice. Parents would have two weeks to confirm their acceptance of an offer. There would be a right to appeal only on the grounds that the ballot had been administered wrongly.”

Two benefits which Collins notes for the use of a lottery are: That it would cut down on the number of appeals, and that it would end the middle-class advantage of owning a house in a favoured catchment area, and with the price-premium that it commands. 

The somewhat grandly titled Commission of the Social Market Foundation on School Choice (it was no more than an internal discussion group) had made a more considered case for lottery selection in a Report (8) published at the same time (July 2004): 

 “….there are a number of different values that could in principle govern our choice of admissions criteria for schools. The Commission, however, recognises two fundamental problems in ranking these values through admissions arrangements. First, as has been seen, rules designed to rank these values are in practice very much open to abuse by more privileged parents (and in some cases by schools). Second, even addressing this question in the abstract, the Commission itself feels unable to rank these values, and certainly to rank them in a way that would be deemed fair by all parties. We therefore support the notion of procedural fairness as a second best solution, which the Commission feels is the best response to a situation of reasonable and insuperable value pluralism. As Oberholzer et al. (1997) put it:

‘Random decision mechanisms are the embodiment of fair allocation procedures. None of the personal characteristics that typically interfere with decision processes in a completely unwarranted way enter procedures based on chance: Nepotism is out of the question. The rich and the powerful do not have any better chances than the poor and the humble if allocation relies on random decision processes.’

A school admissions ballot is therefore favoured, for oversubscribed places.  […] A system in which choice takes precedence and conflicting choices are resolved by a single oversubscription criterion that is fair between all parents has the virtue of preventing schools from engaging in selection. It therefore drives them to compete for pupils on the basis of teaching quality, rather than using pupil selection to improve their own outcomes at the expense of overall educational attainment. Such a system can embody several values. In preventing schools selecting pupils, and offering children of any social class equal prospects of being admitted to any given school, it should lead to less social segregation, without social mixing driving the system. And given that the prospects of disadvantaged children attending better schools will be enhanced, there will also be favourable social justice  implications.

For these reasons, the Commission supports a system of increased choice and resolution of oversubscription by ballot, believing that it will not only produce desired outcomes, but will also be a system that can be seen to be fair by parents.”
How the proposed SMF system might work:
The ballot will be national, following on from an application process in which parents are free to choose any school in the country. A national admissions authority, and a ballot over the whole of England and Wales, is favoured since splitting the country up into different admissions authorities using the same criteria would require either limiting choices near boundaries or costly and bureaucratic co-operation between the authorities. Parents can be expected in any case to regulate their choices by distance, with a limit to transport subsidies ensuring that the state is not forced to pay for unlimited parental choice.

What else might be needed to make choice plus lottery work?

Information and assertiveness:

Since the middle-class are better at finding out about opportunities, they might continue to hog the best places. Both the SMF Report and the DfES Code call for choice advisors to be present in every school to assist parents. Schools too, should be required to be open with information about their schools. 

Is banding still necessary?

Despite all the best efforts, there are those like Roy Hattersley (9) who feel that only by forcing schools to take a mix of pupils which reflects their catchment will true equality be attained. This could take the form of a quota for pupils eligible for free school lunches, or might involve an entry test, with a quota of pupils selected (at random?) from the highest to the lowest grade.
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(1). Julian le Grand, a policy wonk favoured by the Blair government, makes the case for ‘Choice’ in an LSE lecture (21 Feb 2006), which can be found at  http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/LSEPublicLecturesAndEvents/pdf/20060221-LeGrand.pdf  . His claim that choice works seems to be that since the working class like the idea of choice better than the middle classes, then it must be egalitarian. But does Choice really drive up standards? No, not if scores on tests are all that matters. There is no evidence for improved educational attainment produced by parents shopping around. See www.nber.org/papers/w10113 paper by Cullen and Levitt at Chicago on the result of a lottery for school-place vouchers. This is amongst many which show the ineffectiveness of school choice. Even John Elliot, Chief Economist at the DfES acknowledged as much at the Bristol Conference (3). This should really come as no surprise, given that the techniques of teaching are the same everywhere – there are no magic bullets or super-teachers.  However, the middle parents are not stupid: They realise that the social mix in your child’s school (indicated by test scores) is vital for that all-important social conditioning – ‘learning to speak posh’. Better schools also have been shown to be superior in imbuing good behaviour. 
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* Yes, English: Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have their own devolved arrangements
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