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What happens when parents choose

PARENTS have done the legwork and sent in the applications. Now they face an anxious wait until the spring, when they will hear whether their children are among the lucky ones who are offered places at their chosen schools. In the meantime, they will have to listen to hair-raising tales of children turned down by every school they applied to, and of schools with 20 applications for every place that are so popular they only accept those who live within a five-minute walk.

Earlier this month, a government-commissioned poll found that more than a third of parents felt the choice of secondary schools in their area was “poor”—ten percentage points more than just a year ago. And they are increasingly willing to act on their worries. Many will move house to get nearer to the school they want, or even resort to more underhand methods—a 2004 poll found that more than a quarter of parents would consider lying about their address or religion to get their child into the school they prefer. 

So October's education white paper caught the mood with its subtitle: “More choice for parents and pupils”. It sets out a vision of “independent state schools” managing their own admissions and finances, each with a distinctive ethos and a specialist subject, competing to attract parents and free to expand to meet demand. Private schools, including religious ones, will find it easier to move into the state sector, and failing schools will have to improve within a year or risk being closed or taken over.

These proposals are facing strong opposition from many Labour MPs, and on December 14th, a group of backbenchers presented an 11-page critique. One of their main worries is that giving schools more freedom over admissions will reintroduce academic selection on the sly—a fear that was cleverly heightened by the new Tory leader, David Cameron, who last week said the prime minister could rely on Tory support to force his bill through. There were signs this week that the government is beginning to backtrack. 

The backbenchers have a point. A school's exam results are determined mainly by the ability of the students it admits and the attitudes of their parents—both of which are strongly linked to social class and income. School-level influences, such as good teachers and a strong head, have less effect. Since the white paper rules out overt selection by ability, the simplest way for a school to improve its results is to admit more children from well-off families. So the worry is that schools will use gerrymandered catchment areas and increasingly elaborate selection procedures to ensure a better-than-average intake. Since not every school can be above average, this would inevitably mean less popular schools getting more than their fair share of the difficult to teach.

Some of the worriers are nostalgic for a straightforward system of neighbourhood schooling, where children simply attend their local schools. It would be tidy and easy to administer, and pushy middle-class parents wouldn't be able to take advantage of labyrinthine admissions policies. It would also end all hope of using market signals to drive up standards, which is presumably part of the attraction for some. And there is another snag: neighbourhoods themselves are often socially stratified. Sending all children to their local schools would increase housing segregation, because house prices near popular schools would go up until only the rich could live there. These effects can be very large: one analysis showed that houses right next to the most popular schools could command a premium of more than £60,000 ($105,000).

But research on the impact of choice in education carried out at the Centre for Market and Public Organisation, a think-tank, offers some cautious support for the policies in the white paper. It concludes that the greatest social sorting occurs when parents are free to choose but supply is rigid; next comes strict neighbourhood schooling; and the least takes place when parents choose and schools respond quickly to market signals—that is, when it is easy to set up new schools and expand popular ones, and unpopular schools quickly close.

In 2003, big increases in teachers' salaries and pension costs meant that some schools with falling rolls looked like getting less money than they had the year before. In the face of bad publicity, the government quickly re-jigged the funding formula to lessen the impact of changing student numbers—reducing the incentives for schools to expand. It is not a good omen: when choice starts to work, and the losers start to squeal, the government backs down. 

