[bookmark: _Hlk113612808]DIOCESAN GUIDANCE FOR COMPLETING ADMISSIONS ARRANGEMENTS FOR SEPTEMBER 2026
VOLUNTARY AIDED SCHOOLS AND ACADEMIES
Based on the Schools Admissions Code – September 2021
Compliance with the School Admissions Code 2021
The Admission Arrangements and processes for Admissions are governed by the Schools Admission Code 2021.  The guidance notes produced here, and the model Admission Arrangements 2025, are in line with this new code.  The Schools Admissions Code 2021 can be found at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-admissions-code--2
The code states that the Admission Arrangements
“must ensure that the practices and the criteria used to decide the allocation of school places are fair, clear and objective. Parents should be able to look at a set of arrangements and understand easily how places for that school will be allocated.”
It is worth noting that the Code has the force of law, and where the words ‘must’ or ‘must not’ are used, these represent a mandatory requirement.
Recent adjudications by the Office of the Schools Adjudicator (OSA) indicate that great weight is placed by the Adjudicator on the guidance that church schools receive from their Board of Education.  Governing bodies – acting in their capacity as the Admissions Authority - must have "compelling reasons" for not following it.  The DBE reserves its right to refer schools to the OSA which do not follow this guidance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk113612409][bookmark: _Hlk113612096]Admission Arrangements must be based on the model Arrangements agreed between the Board of Education and Local Authorities, can be downloaded from the DBE website (https://www.bdeducation.org.uk/schools/admission-arrangements/)
This Diocesan guidance and the Model Admission Arrangements 2026 are designed to ensure that Voluntary Aided Schools and Academies are confidently within the parameters and expectations set by the Schools Admission Code.  The guidance and Model Admission Arrangements also give individual Admissions Authorities the ability to select and order their own oversubscription criteria to meet their local context. It also considers the Church of England Education Office’s guidance which states that Church of England schools should be able to show how their Admissions Arrangements and practice demonstrate the school's commitment both to distinctiveness and inclusivity, to church families and the wider community.
[bookmark: _Hlk113698936][bookmark: _Hlk113612943]The wording of the oversubscription criteria in this document ensures that each criterion will be accurate and fair within the Admission Arrangements.
When Consultation is required.
Whenever an Admission Authority decides to change their admission arrangements including the Planned Admission Number (PAN) or any of its oversubscription criteria - then it must consult widely. 
[bookmark: _Hlk113630447]Also, if the admissions authority hasn’t consulted for 7 years, they must consult even if there are no changes to the Admission Arrangements.
Guidance on how to consult and the timetable to follow can be found in the “Guide to Managing the Admissions Process and Timetable for Admissions in 2026” which can be downloaded from the DBE website:
https://www.bdeducation.org.uk/schools/admission-arrangements/
Blackburn Diocesan Board of Education Guidance on Oversubscription Criteria
EHCP (Education, Health and Care Plan)
All children whose Education, Health and Care Plan names the school must be admitted.
Following this, by law the first criterion in any oversubscription criteria has to be about Looked After and Previously Looked After Children.   
1. Looked After Children and Previously Looked After Children
While the law allows faith-based schools to admit looked after children and previously looked after children of their faith before all others of their faith and looked after children and previously looked after children not of the faith before all others not of that faith, the DBE expects schools to admit all looked after children and previously looked after children without regard to their faith.

The Code also requires that children who were looked after but ceased to be so because they were adopted (or became subject to a residence order/child arrangement order or special guardianship order) should also be treated as top priority.

In addition, the new Schools Admissions Code 2021 points to the specific need for the looked after category/ies to now include those "internationally adopted previously looked after children" – “IAPLAC".

This must be the first criterion for all schools.

The Diocesan recommendation is that the second criterion is

2. Children with Special Social or Medical Needs
If there are special social or medical needs affecting the child, including a statement of special educational need or educational and health care plan, where these needs can ONLY be met at this school, then the DBE believes that these children must be the next priority.  Proof that the school is the ONLY suitable school is required from an appropriate professional or the school should be named on a statement of educational need or education and health care plan.  A statement from a GP stating that s/he believes that this school is the only suitable one is insufficient:  such a statement needs to provide the reasons and be supported by further professional endorsements.
This specific wording for these two criteria are pre-populated in the model Admissions Arrangements.

Further categories
Following the two criterion above, the Admissions Authority can then add in further oversubscription criteria, provided that it is in line with the Schools Admission Code.
Following recent national guidance and some difficult local examples, the DBE strongly encourages Admission Authorities to put siblings as the next criterion.
3. Siblings
For primary schools, it is usual to endeavour to admit all siblings, when the older child remains in the school.  Parents, reasonably, find it very difficult to get primary aged children to two different schools for the same time in the morning and to meet their children after school.  The Code places great emphasis on keeping siblings in the same school.
Following the three criterion above, the Admissions Authority is able to decide how it may best service the needs of all in the local community and the church community, and decide on the ordering of any further criteria.  All, some or none of the criteria below may then be added, in an order that best serves the local community.
4. Serving all in the local community
The original purpose of almost all Anglican and Methodist schools was to serve all in their area.  For Church of England schools, the presumption is that the specified area will be the ecclesiastical parish; other areas may be used as long as there is a clear rationale for them.  If Admission Authorities chose to include a criterion based on living within the ecclesiastical parish (or any other specified area), then a map showing the boundaries MUST be provided.  It is best if it can be in the school brochure and on the school's website and at the very least it must be available in school. Parish maps can be found on www.achurchnearyou.com or contact the diocesan offices.

5. Serving local Christians
Where schools decide to include a criterion about parental faith commitment, then it should refer to all mainstream churches, i.e., those which are members of Churches Together in England or the Evangelical Alliance or the North West Gospel Partnership.  Churches Together in England is a group of national churches who all subscribe to basic tenets of the Trinity [www.cte.org.uk]. The Evangelical Alliance is composed of individual churches, again with a defined, acceptable, position on the Trinity, [www.eauk.org.uk] as is the North West Gospel Partnership.  While many of the churches in the Evangelical Alliance are individual ones, without a national body, a good number of churches which are in the national bodies comprising Churches Together in England are also members.  Using an external list protects admissions authorities from arguments about theology.
Under previous rulings of the OSA, faith commitment must be "measurable".  It cannot include work for the church such as flower arranging or service on the PCC, or as a churchwarden;  the only measurable possibility is attendance at public worship.  Given today’s working patterns, public worship can include weekday and Sunday services.  However, following the experience of the Covid-19 pandemic, it was determined at a national level and in consultation with the OSA that public worship - for the purposes of measuring attendance for school admissions – must be a physical gathering in a church building.  It does mean that when fully accessible public worship is not available in a church building – as experienced during the pandemic – then attendance for the purposes of school admissions cannot be measured and therefore it should be assumed that a full attendance pattern was achieved for the period that the church building was closed.  The variation wording must be included in the Admission Arrangements.
Within the Admission Arrangements attendance should be defined in terms of frequency and length of time over which this is measured.  It is for the governing body to decide where to "draw the line".   If schools decide to set the bar at higher than monthly for a year, then they must notify all local clergy in churches from whom they expect to receive children of the requirements. 
It is becoming clear that it is wise for each church to establish a group of people who are responsible for agreeing on parental church attendance: this could include churchwardens, sides-people, and possibly Sunday School Superintendents (they often know if parents are with children).  The maximum period over which church criteria may be judged is 3 years.  Some churches now have “signing in books”; these must be very obviously displayed, and “policed” to prevent forgery / fraud. It is a good idea if the signing in sheet is checked each month, signed, and lodged somewhere safe – and not left around in the church.   In other cases, clergy arrange to meet parents after certain services – but if this is only operated on Sundays, it has the potential for precluding some parents.


6. Children of staff
The 2021 Code 1.39 states that governing bodies may give priority in their oversubscription criteria to children of staff in either or both of the following circumstances: (a) Where the member of staff has been employed at the school for two or more years at the time at which the application for admission to the school is made, and/or (b) The member of staff is recruited to fill a vacant post for which there is a demonstrable skill shortage.

Obviously, if such a criterion is included, then it must refer to ALL staff who have served the school for the period of two years.  If schools have good reason for wanting to include it amongst their criteria, then the member of staff should have been employed for the whole of the two academic years leading up to the closing date for applications.  Given the difficulty of defining "demonstrable skill shortage", it is recommended that this part of the criterion is not used.

7. Children of UK service personnel
The 2021 Code 2.21 explains that for families of service personnel with a confirmed posting to their area, or crown servants returning from overseas to live in that area, admission authorities must:  a) allocate a place in advance of the family arriving in the area provided the application is accompanied by an official letter that declares a relocation date and a Unit postal address or quartering area address. When considering the application against their oversubscription criteria. This must include accepting a Unit postal address or quartering area address for a service child. Admission authorities must not refuse a service child a place because the family does not currently live in the area, or reserve blocks of places for these children;  b) ensure that arrangements in their area support the Government’s commitment to removing disadvantage for service children. Arrangements must be appropriate for the area and be described in the local authority’s composite prospectus.

8. Children from overseas
Refer to non–statutory guidance on the website of the Department for Education. (https://www.gov.uk/guidance/schools-admissions-applications-from-overseas-children)

Final Criteria
The final criteria must always be Other Children.
Tie-Break
Within the Admission Arrangements it must be made explicit how decisions are taken if there are more eligible children within each category than there are places available.  In the model Admission Arrangements provision is made for this by stating that the tie-break will be the distance between the Ordnance Survey address points for the school and the home measured in a straight line, nearer addresses having priority over more distant ones.


Part 2: Drafting the Oversubscription Criteria
Once the Admissions Authority has agreed the broad principles of its oversubscription criteria, is must then ensure that there are articulated clearly and worded in a way which makes sure they are compliant within the Schools Admission Code.  Below is the AGREED wording for each of the criterion.  They can be amended as indicated to meet the specific needs of the Governing Board.
The first must be: 
1.	(a)	Looked After Children and Previously Looked After Children
               This means a ‘looked after child’ or a child who was previously looked after but immediately after became subject to an adoption, child arrangements or special guardianship order, including those who appear (to the admission authority) to have been in state care outside of England and ceased to be in state care as a result of being adopted (please see definitions below). A ‘looked after child’ is a child who is (a) in the care of the local authority or (b) being provided with accommodation by a local authority in exercise of their social services functions (see the definition in Section 22(1) of the Children Act 1989) at the time of making an application to the school.



		An adoption order is an order under the Adoption Act 1976 (see Section 12 adoption orders) and children who are adopted under the Adoption and Children Act 2002 (see Section 46 adoption orders). A ‘child arrangements order’ is an order settling the arrangements to be made as to the person with whom the child is to live under Section 8 of the Children Act 1989 as amended by Section 14 of the Children and Families Act 2014. Section 14A of the of the Children Act 1989 defines a ‘special guardianship order’ as an order appointing one or more individual’s to be a child’s special guardian (or special guardians). A child is regarded as having been in state care outside of England if they were in the care of or were accommodated by a public authority, a religious organisation, or any other provider of care whose sole or main purpose is to benefit society.

	(b) Children with special medical or social circumstances affecting the child where these needs can only be met at this school.
		Professional supporting evidence from a professional, e.g. a doctor, psychologist, social worker, is essential if admission is to be made under the criterion for special medical or social circumstances, and such evidence must set out the particular reasons why the school in question is the only school where these needs can be met and the difficulties which would be caused if the child had to attend another school. Parents must submit this evidence to the school by 15th January 2025, if they wish their application to be considered under this criterion.

For primary schools, this will be followed by: 
2. Siblings.
Children who have a sibling attending the school on the date of application and on the date of admission.  Siblings include step, half, foster, adopted brothers and sisters living at the same address.
Then the following criteria may be selected.  If so, the following explanation and wording of the criteria MUST be used:
 For parents with a Christian faith commitment, either:  
Children with a parent/guardian worshipping in a church in full membership of Churches Together in England or the Evangelical Alliance or the North West Gospel Partnership. 
 "Parental worshipping" is normally taken to mean a minimum of … attendance at church at public worship for over at least the … leading up to the 1st September 2025. The governors will request confirmation of this from the relevant member of the clergy or church officer. The lists of Churches can be found on the Churches Together in England website at www.cte.org.uk, for the Evangelical Alliance at www.eauk.org and for the North West Gospel Partnership at www.northwestgospelpartnership.com; lists are taken as on 1st September 2025.   Churches in membership of the equivalent bodies to CTE in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales are equally accepted. 
[bookmark: _Hlk73524895]In the event that during the period specified for attendance at worship the church has been closed for public worship and has not provided alternative premises for that worship, the requirements of these arrangements in relation to attendance will only apply to the period when the church or alternative premises have been available for public worship.
Or:
Children with a parent/guardian worshipping in a church in full membership of Churches Together in England. 
"Parental worshipping" is normally taken to mean a minimum of … attendance at church at public worship for over at least the … leading up to the 1st September 2025. The governors will request confirmation of this from the relevant member of the clergy or church officer. The lists of Churches can be found on the Churches Together in England website at cte.org.uk; lists are taken as on 1st September 2025.   Churches in membership of the equivalent bodies to CTE in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales are equally accepted.  
In the event that during the period specified for attendance at worship the church has been closed for public worship and has not provided alternative premises for that worship, the requirements of these arrangements in relation to attendance will only apply to the period when the church or alternative premises have been available for public worship.
Inter Faith Network
This organisation ceased to exist in April 2024; as a consequence if a school specifically wishes to include parents of a non-Christian faith it is the responsibility of the individual school to develop their own list of organisations/places of worship (akin to referencing particular churches) which they would require parents/pupils to attend (as the school is the admissions authority this would be their decision and their ‘list’ to generate).
If a school currently references the organisation in their Admissions Arrangements they should either remove the reference to the IFN completely or develop their own list of organisations/places of worship (akin to referencing particular churches) as stated above.
Schools which have previously referenced the IFN are also recommended to Consult as the school is making a change to their arrangements.

If the governing body wishes to include children of staff, then: 
Children of staff who have been employed in the school for the whole of the two years prior to the closing date for applications, 
or 
where the member of staff is recruited to fill a vacant post for which there is a demonstrable skill shortage (not recommended) 
This applies to all staff, full and part time, who are employed by the governing body. 
 
Always, the last criterion must be:
Other children. 
In-Year Admissions
In line with the new Code every year, all own Admission Authority must inform their home LA by 1st  August whether they intend to be part of the Local Authority’s in-year co-ordination scheme for the following 1 Sept – 31 Aug, or whether they will be managing their own in-year admissions. Please note that the Board of Education will not be co-ordinating in-year applications for its VA schools or Academies.

The code stipulates that the school’s website must set out how parents can apply for an in-year school place and, where they manage their own admissions, provide a suitable application form for parents to complete (and a supplementary information form where necessary) and set out when parents will be notified of the outcome of their application and details about the right to appeal. If the admission authority is to be a part of the local authority’s in-year co-ordination scheme it must provide information on where parents can find details of the relevant scheme. An admission authority, Governing Board or local authority must provide a hard copy of the information about in-year applications on request for those who do not have access to the internet.
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