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Dear Councillor Skellett

Allocation of Secondary School Places to Children in East and West Horsley
My Council was dismayed to learn of the disastrous consequences for children and their parents in East and West Horsley arising from the SCC’s new “equal preference” process for allocating secondary school places.
We understand that at least 32 first-born children in the Horsleys have been refused a place in any of their preferred schools (and specifically their local secondary school, the Howard of Effingham). Instead they have been allocated to schools in Guildford, Leatherhead, and Sheerwater that are four or more times further away.  Within East and West Horsley only 5 first-born children living in the vicinity of Effingham Junction have been allocated places at the Howard.  28 other children have been offered places, but only as siblings of children already at the Howard.
Compared with the Howard of Effingham (ranked 36 out of 86 schools in Surrey for GCSE passes) the schools being offered to the 32 first-born children are unappealing in the extreme, on account of their distance from the Horsleys and their undistinguished academic records (in two cases, amongst the worst in Surrey):
· Therfield at Leatherhead (the 5th nearest SCC secondary school to East Horsley at a distance of 11.8km; ranked 51 out of 86 in Surrey for GCSE passes)
· Bishop David Brown at Sheerwater (the 9th nearest school at a distance of 12.5km; ranked 83 out of 86 in Surrey for GCSE passes)
· Christ’s College at Guildford (the 13th nearest school at a distance of 13.8km; ranked 84 out of 86 in Surrey for GCSE passes).
These schools are four or more times the distance from the centre of East Horsley to the Howard of Effingham School, taking into account the new Horsley-Effingham Cycleway recently constructed by Surrey County Council, with matched funding from SusTrans, as a Safe Route To School.  This reduces the distance between the two village centres to less than 3km.  The decision of the SCC Education Department to deny Horsley children access to the Howard appears to have been taken in ignorance of the existence of the Cycleway, and appears to fly in the face of undertakings the SCC gave when it applied for the SusTrans grant. 
The perverse allocation of school places this year contrasts with the experience of last year and previous years, when virtually all East and West Horsley children who were not already siblings of Howard of Effingham pupils were allocated their first or second choice of schools including the Howard.  We understand that the problem is further compounded because this year the Howard has only offered 240 places, whereas in previous years 260 places have been offered, in anticipation of a number declining their place.  The reason for reducing the number of places offered is not clear, but it disadvantages children on the outer edges of the Howard’s natural catchment area, such as those living in the Horsleys. 
Historically there has always been a close relationship between the Raleigh and the Howard, and this has continued through the Effingham Learning Partnership which embraces both schools.  Both the Raleigh and the Howard are popular schools enjoying high levels of community and parental support, through which they achieve strong levels of performance and academic attainment.  Severing the well-established link between the schools is therefore an act of pure academic vandalism.  If the new rules are allowed to stand, the damage to individual local families, to the Raleigh School itself, and to the Horsleys as a whole, will be profound:

· The children’s local contacts and friendships will be disrupted, and they will face longer journeys to more distant schools.  Two of these have vastly inferior academic performance to the Howard, and the quality of education available to the village’s children will suffer.  After-school caring groups will no longer function, and new friendships formed at schools will not flourish when children are tens of miles apart, or face hours of daily commuting
· More insidiously, the sense of community which has developed through the children of Horsley attending the Raleigh School and then moving up, together, to the Howard, will be lost.  Instead, the distribution of these children across Surrey will divide our village and its community of young families.  This will worsen in future years as elder siblings leave the Howard 
· Parents will find the Raleigh school less appealing if it does not have a strong Year 6 feeder link to a nearby secondary school, and parents may prefer to move their children to another school (or indeed to move to a different location which better guarantees their access to the secondary school of their choice).   Either eventuality would seriously weaken the Raleigh 
· In turn, because of a less attractive primary school and the distance from nearby secondary schools, the Horsleys will become less attractive to young families to move to and grow up in, and this will upset the demographic balance of the settlement.

· Our local environment will also suffer, as traffic is already a major problem in our rural community.  Currently children can walk, cycle or catch a bus to the Howard of Effingham, minimising traffic and environmental impact. To allocate children instead to schools in Leatherhead (for which, indeed, they must drive past The Howard), in Sheerwater, and in Guildford, seems perverse and nonsensical.  Some children would face up to 3 hours’ daily travelling by public transport (due to the lack of decent connections) and those going by car could generate as much as 70-80,000 car miles each over a 7-year period.
My Council also believes that, from a legal perspective, the new ‘equal preference’ system for allocating secondary school places is deeply flawed, both in concept and execution, since half of the parents in our community have failed to be allocated any of their preferred schools; this proportion will rise in future years towards 100% as elder siblings leave the Howard.  We understand that at least two other rural communities in Surrey (south Farnham and Lingfield) have experienced similar outcomes to our own this year.  This is in marked contrast to SCC’s claims for Surrey as a whole, with only 6% of parents supposedly not having been allocated a preferred school.  The facts clearly suggest that urban and suburban communities have received preferential treatment at the expense of rural communities; and the reasons for this bias are readily apparent from even a cursory examination of the new distance-based allocation rules.  The bias appears to run counter to both Department of Education intentions and Surrey County Council’s obligation not to discriminate in favour of or against any particular set of children.  It places your Council at risk of legal challenge by the families in Horsley and elsewhere who are adversely affected. 
Finally, the Parish Council observes that the consultation exercise undertaken last year by SCC on the new school allocation procedure has proved to be misleading, superficial and utterly ineffective, since it failed to spell out to parents and local residents the practical impact on their access to local schools.  The Parish Council questions whether County Council officials, and executive members themselves, bothered to carry out an impact analysis to establish the likely practical consequences.  Was the County Council aware of the probable impact of its proposals ?  If it was, then it seems to have deliberately set out to undermine the local education infrastructure in the Horsleys.  If it was not, then it appears to be guilty of maladministration.
The Parish Council therefore supports the appeals of the families affected against the school places allocated by the County Council, and furthermore urges the County Council to reverse the damage caused by the new school allocation process.  Specifically, the Parish Council suggests that the County Council should:

· suspend the admissions process and the issue of further places pending a review of the decisions so far announced; with a reappraisal of the Howard’s catchment area around the Horsleys to take account of the Horsley-Effingham Cycleway 

· recognise that the Horsleys are an exceptional case due to their geographical location and their extended distance to alternative schools; and therefore that all the displaced East and West Horsley children should go at the top of the waiting list for the Howard (much the nearest school to the Horsleys) pending the outcome of the review 

· increase the number of offers for the Howard to the level that it has historically issued (and, correspondingly, give these places to children at the top of the waiting list)
· reassess places already allocated at the Howard to children for whom the Howard is not the only preference and not their nearest school.  Could these children not be accommodated at another nearby preferred school, thus releasing places for Horsley children for whom the Howard is both a preferred school and the nearest school by a very considerable margin ?
If all else fails, the County Council should take whatever urgent steps are needed now to provide a temporary classroom and extra staff at the school in time for September, to accommodate the demand and meet the wishes of local parents.  
Yours sincerely,

Richard Deighton
Clerk and Responsible Financial Officer
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