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29 January 1999








To:	The Chairpersons of Boards of Governors and Principals of all Catholic Maintained Nursery Schools and Nursery Classes





Dear Colleague





Re:	Admissions Criteria to Nursery Schools/Units





In its consultation paper of December 1997 and with the publication in April 1998 of the policy document ‘Investing in Early Learning’ the Government clearly signalled its commitment to provide good quality pre-school education through a phased, 4 year expansion programme commencing in September 1998.  The long term aim is to secure a full year of pre-school education for every child whose parents wish it.  New pre-school education places are to be targeted in the first instance on children from disadvantaged circumstances and the oldest pre-school 4 year olds (those with July or August birthdays).  The policy document also stated that from September 1999, all grant-aided nursery schools and classes will be required to give preference, through admissions criteria, to children in this target group.





For existing nursery schools and nursery classes these changes will have important implications particularly in relation to admissions in 1999-2000 and as the Pre-school Expansion Programme moves towards almost universal provision which should be in place by September 2001.





Part V Chapter II of the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 requires the Board of Governors of nursery schools and classes to draw up and apply admissions criteria for the selecting of children.  The criteria may from time to time be amended before publication.  The recently issued Statutory Rules for Northern Ireland 1998 No 449 - Pre-School Education in Schools (Admissions Criteria) Regulations gives clear directions on the criteria to be applied in the selection of children for admission including the order of priority to be applied where the number of applications to the nursery school/unit exceeds the approved enrolment number.





MAIN CRITERIA





Therefore, for September 1999 intakes to nursery schools and units when drawing up admissions criteria Boards of Governors must give priority  to all children resident in Northern Ireland at the time of their proposed admission and then to:
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(1)	children from socially disadvantaged circumstances who will be aged 4  before 1st September in their final pre-school year (ie 2nd  July - 31st August 1995);


(2)	children from socially disadvantaged circumstances who will be aged 3 before 1st September in their final pre-school year (ie 1st  September 1995 - 1st July 1996);


(3)	children not falling within (1) or (2) above who will be aged 4 before 1st September in their final pre-school year (ie 2nd  July - 31st August 1995);


(4)	children not falling within (1) or (2) above who will be aged 3 before 1st September in their final pre-school year (ie 1st September 1995 - 1st  July 1996);


(5)	children from socially disadvantaged circumstances who will be aged 3 before 1st September in their penultimate pre-school year(ie 2nd July - 31st  August 1996);


(6)	children from socially disadvantaged circumstances who will be aged 2 before 1st September in their penultimate pre-school year (ie 1st September 1996 - 1st July 1997);


(7)	children not falling within (5) or (6) above who will be aged 3 before 1st September in their penultimate school year (ie 2nd  July 1996 - 31st August 1996);


(8)	children not falling within (5) or (6) above who will be aged 2 before 1st September in their penultimate school year (ie 1st September 1996 - 1st July 1997).





‘Socially disadvantaged circumstances’ is construed to mean a child whose parents is in receipt of Income Support or income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance.  Children at the time of their proposed admission will not be permitted to hold a grant-aided pre-school education place at another nursery school/class or any other setting.





Schools will be required to admit children up to either their full-time and/or part time enrolment number(s) as determined by DENI after consultation with CCMS and ELBs.  Where nursery schools/classes are over-subscribed with applications responsibility for drawing up criteria rests with the Board of Governors which must consider representations made to it by CCMS.  





Separate criteria for admission to full-time/part-time places at the beginning of the school year and after the beginning of the school year must be established by the Board of Governors.  





Criteria shall not refer to a child’s ability, aptitude or performance in a test held by or on behalf of the Board of Governors and should be objective, specific and be able to distinguish between applicants down to the last place.
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In order to maintain the practice of most Catholic maintained nursery schools/classes whereby places are allocated to those children with Special Educational Needs it is advised that these children be given priority in any sub-criteria.  





SUB-CRITERIA





These notes are for guidance only.  It remains the responsibility of each Board of Governors to draw up criteria for its school.  In doing so Governors will be guided primarily by DENI Circular 1999/3 and be cognisant of legislative requirements.  Governors in interpreting such recommendations will take account of local circumstances.  When over-subscribed with applications, other factors which may be taken into account as sub-criteria by the Board of Governors in drawing up criteria for admission may include:





residency in the local parish(es),


a child with documented special circumstances/needs


a child seeking a second year in the nursery,


family connections with the school,


parent/guardian permanently employed by the school,


a child on the ‘at risk’ register - as identified by social services,


in the case of nursery classes in primary schools whether siblings are attending or have attended the school,


child twins (or other multiple births),


a child who has one or both parents deceased,


geographical proximity to the nursery school/class by recognised public routeway.





The use of lots is not regarded as  an appropriate way to fill the last available place when a nursery is over-subscribed.  It is the duty of the Board of Governors to develop objective criteria to fill all the places.





Where proximity from home to school is to be employed in any admissions criteria it should be clearly stated whether it is the parents’ home or a childminder’s address.  The Board of Governors should make it clear in the criteria that they reserve the right to seek supplementary information to verify details submitted to them and that erroneous details may result in the withdrawal of a place.





Settings which offer part-time places should have as a matter of organisation a written policy detailing how either morning or afternoon sessions will be allocated to children.





[The above are examples which are not intended to be inclusive nor indeed to be used verbatim, rather they indicate areas Governors may wish to consider when writing their criteria.]


- 4 -





ADMISSIONS ARRANGEMENTS





Education and Library Boards are charged with making arrangements for the publication of details for the admission of children to pre-school education in their area.  They will consult with Principals on the timetable for the operation of arrangements and the receipt of parent’s confirmation of acceptance/refusal of places.  Each ELB will constitute an Appeals Tribunal to which parents may appeal a decision refusing their child admission to a nursery school or unit.  Such appeals will only be made on the grounds that the Board of Governors did not apply, or did not correct apply, its admissions criteria.





ENROLMENT NUMBERS





Many nursery schools provide both full-time and part-time places while some make full-time provision only.  This pattern of provision can mean that in some areas optimum use is not made of available places.  The 1998 Education (NI) Order gives DENI power to set enrolment numbers for nursery schools and classes.  Full-time provision is of particular benefit to children with special needs and those from disadvantaged circumstances.  In determining a full-time and/or part-time enrolment number for each nursery school and nursery class the Department will consult with the Board of Governors and will take into consideration any representations made by CCMS and the ELB.





Existing enrolment numbers will continue to be used for this coming September and in the future numbers at new provision or modification to present patterns of attendance will be developed within the Pre-school Education Advisory Groups (PEAGs) Plans, subject to DENI approval.





Yours faithfully
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DERMOT G MULLAN


SENIOR ADVISER
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