NUT/YOUGOV OPINION POLL ON FREE SCHOOLS – SUMMARY ANALYSIS
What are Free Schools?
Free Schools are a new type of school which the coalition Government is promoting. The Government’s aim is for the first Free Schools to open in September 2011. An application to set up a free school can be made by a group of parents, teachers, a not-for profit organisation, a charity, faith group, private company or a partnership of these. 

Free Schools will receive state funding but:

· are not part of the local authority family of schools and not subject to oversight or inspection by the local authority

· do not have to employ qualified teachers

· do not have to follow the national curriculum

· can determine their own admissions criteria

· do not have to provide the same facilities as other state schools, such as outdoor play space

· can determine their own school day and length of the term and school year

· can set up in disused shops, offices, factories etc and will not be subject to the same planning or building regulations as other state schools.

· can set their own pay and conditions for teachers, outside of nationally negotiated agreements

Background to the Survey
In October and November 2010 the Government announced that 25 Free School applications had been approved to develop their plans to a business plan stage.

The NUT commissioned YouGov to carry out an opinion poll of parents of school age children in the 22 local authorities in which these 25 Free Schools are planned to open. 

A total of 1,021 parents were interviewed between 10-16 December 2010. Of these, seven to eight per cent had parents at either a private primary or secondary school with the remainder being parents of children at state primary, middle or secondary schools. This is in line with national percentages of children at private/state schools.
Summary of Results

Most parents satisfied with current educational provision – three quarters think it good
The NUT survey found that the overwhelming majority of parents rate their child’s current education highly, calling into question the Government’s belief that Free Schools are necessary to address parental dissatisfaction with current school provision. 

· Three quarters of parents rated their child’s current education as either very good (40%) or fairly good (35%). A further 18% thought it satisfactory. 

· Just 7% thought it fairly poor (six per cent) or very poor (one per cent).

Need for new school
Parents in the NUT survey were fairly evenly split about whether a new school was needed in their area. 

· Opinion was evenly divided among parents on the need for a new school with 47% of parents saying there was a strong need (19%) or some need (28%) whilst 46% thought there was no need. A further eight per cent said they did not know. 
· Private school primary parents were most likely to think there was strong or some need (60%) compared with 51% of state primary parents. Among secondary parents, there was virtually no difference of opinion between those with children at state (42%) or private (41%) school.
Reasons a new school is needed
Among those who thought there was a strong need or some need for a new school, a perceived shortage of school places was the main reason given. Unsatisfactory teaching or pupil behaviour in existing schools were low down the list of reasons cited.

· Overall 56% of those believing there was need for a new school thought there were currently not enough primary (26%) or secondary school places (30%). 
· Eleven per cent of this group said that current primary (three per cent) or secondary (eight per cent) provision was too far away from where they lived.

· Only six per cent overall thought a new school was needed because pupil behaviour at existing schools was not satisfactory. 

· Overall, 18% of parents identified need for a new school because they thought teaching standards at existing schools was not satisfactory. However there was a significant difference between state and private school parents here with 29% of private primary school parents citing this reason compared with 17% of state primary parents; and 37% of private secondary parents compared with 14% of state secondary parents.

Who should run a new school?
The Government cites Sweden, where 75% of Free Schools are run by private profit-making companies, as a model for its new Free Schools. But among parents in the NUT survey, only 15% thought private companies should be allowed to run new schools.

Respondents were asked to state which of a number of groups they considered appropriate to run a new school and could express more than one choice. 
· Over half of those questioned (52%) thought the local council was an appropriate group to run a new school; 43% said a group of teachers; 30% a not-for-profit charity; 25% a group of parents; 16% a faith-based group; and 15% a private company.

· Support for private sector companies running schools was much higher among private school parents with 37% of private primary parents and 23% of private secondary parents showing support but only 15% of state primary, 11% of state secondary and 10% of state middle school parents favouring the private sector running a new school.

· Conversely, state parents were more likely to support the local council running the school– 55% of state primary parents, 52% of state secondary parents and 40% of state middle school parents compared with just 43% of private primary and 36% of private secondary parents.

Awareness of Free School proposal
Frees Schools, along with Academies, are the flagship of the Government’s education policies. Yet in the 22 local authority areas where the first Free Schools have been given permission to set up, the overwhelming majority of parents were unaware of these plans.

· Parents were asked if they knew a Free School was planned for their area. Over three quarters (76%) did not, whilst 19% said they did.

· Private school parents were much more aware than those with state educated children. Awareness was greatest among private primary school parents (29%), state middle school parents (23%) and private secondary school parents (21%). Least aware were state secondary parents (19%) and state primary parents (18%).

Sources of Information on the Free School proposal
Proposers of a Free School are required by law to consult on their plans. Yet only a small minority – 13% of parents – who were aware of the Free School proposal found out about it as a results of a  newsletter or leaflet outlining the plans.

Parents who were aware of the planned Free School were asked how they had learnt about it and could choose more than one option. 
· The local newspaper was the biggest source of information, chosen by 52% of parents; with word of mouth, 34% the next most likely source; followed by local TV, 22%; their child’s current school, 16%; a newsletter or leaflet, 13%; local radio, nine per cent; internet, eight per cent; and another source, 13%.

Parents’ opportunities to have their say and have their views taken into account
Despite the Government’s much trumpeted “Big Society”, the overwhelming majority of parents had had no opportunity to voice their views on the proposed Free School for their area.

· Almost three quarters of parents (72%) said they had had no opportunity to have any say on the Free School proposal. A further nine per cent said they’d had some limited opportunity.

· Parents of state secondary children were most likely (75%) to say they had had no opportunity to have a say on the proposal whilst private primary school parents were least likely to give this response (63%).
· Only eight per cent said they’d had either the right opportunity (seven per cent) or plenty of opportunity (one per cent) to have their say on the proposal. 

· Among those who felt they’d had some opportunity to have their say on the plans, 40% said their views had not been taken into account at all; 38% thought they had to some extent; while just six per cent thought they had to a large extent. A further 16% did not know.

Support for the Free School Proposal much stronger among private school parents
The NUT survey suggests that Free Schools may further divide parents and reinforce segregation between the less well off and the most advantaged families.

· A minority of parents (26%) supported the planned Free School in their area. Almost a third (31%) were clearly against it; 29% were neutral and 14% didn’t know. 
· Support was strongest among private primary school parents with 52% of these either very much or tending to be in favour; compared with just 24% of state primary school parents.

· Among secondary parents, 38% of those with children at private school were very much or tending to be in favour of the Free School compared with just 20% of their state school counterparts. 

Impact on other schools
The Government claims that Free Schools will help to raise standards across the board in local schools. But the NUT survey shows a minority of parents support this view.

· Private school parents were more likely to think that the Free School would raise standards of education on other schools in the area. Overall, 20% of parents believed it would raise standards but among private primary parents the figure was 41% and for private secondary parents it was 35%.

· In contrast, 19% of state primary parents, 17% of state middle school parents and 15% of state secondary parents thought it would raise standards on other schools.
· Overall, 14% thought it would depress standards in other schools. State primary parents were the most likely to believe this (16%), whilst private primary parents were least likely to believe it would depress standards (seven per cent).

Should Free Schools employ non-qualified teachers and Head teachers
The Government has said that Free Schools can employ non-qualified teachers and that even the Head teacher will not be expected to hold a teaching qualification. But the NUT survey found little support for this position, with the overwhelming majority of parents believing that children should be taught only by qualified teachers and expecting Head teachers to hold a teaching qualification.
· An overwhelming 78% of parents said that it was only acceptable for children at the planned Free School to be taught by qualified teachers to ensure a high standard of education. Support for this statement was highest among state middle school parents (83%); followed by state primary parents (79%) and state secondary parents (78%). 

· However among private school parents the strength of feeling in support of this statement was also high – 73% of private secondary parents supporting the statement and 71% of private school parents. 

· Just 17% thought it was acceptable for children to also be taught by non-qualified staff; whilst five per cent did not know. The highest support for this came from private primary parents (23%) and the lowest from state primary parents (16%).
· A large proportion, 81%, of parents thought that the Head teacher at the new Free School should hold a teaching qualification. Just 16% thought it didn’t matter and three per cent didn’t know.
· More state than private school parents thought the Head teacher should hold a teaching qualification with 85% of state primary parents, 82% of state secondary and 81% of state middle school parents taking this view compared with 79% of private secondary parents and 69% of private primary parents.
Facilities at Free Schools
With Free Schools allowed to set up in spaces that other schools would not be allowed to use – such as former shop space, offices, factories etc, many will not offer the facilities available in most other schools. But the NUT survey reveals that parents rate these facilities highly, with almost all parents believing they are essential or highly desirable to school life.
Parents were asked whether facilities commonly available in existing schools should be considered desirable or essential in the Free school,  whether they didn’t matter, or to state if they did not know. 
The facilities were an outside play area, an assembly hall, a dining hall, an indoor space for physical education (PE) activities, a library, a kitchen, an IT suite and a sports field.

The results of the survey revealed:

	
	Essential
	Desirable
	Doesn’t matter
	Don’t know

	Outside Play Area 
	86%
	12%
	1%
	1%

	Assembly Hall
	78%
	19%
	3%
	1%

	Dining Hall
	78%
	19%
	3%
	1%

	Indoor PE space
	84%
	13%
	2%
	1%

	Library
	83%
	15%
	1%
	1%

	Kitchen
	69%
	25%
	5%
	1%

	ICT suite
	82%
	15%
	2%
	1%

	Sports Field
	62%
	32%
	5%
	1%


The National Curriculum and Free Schools

Free Schools will not be required to follow the national curriculum. But the NUT survey clearly demonstrates that the government is out of step with public opinion in this respect.

· Overall 72% of parents surveyed either agreed strongly (38%) or agreed (34%) that any new state funded school should follow the national curriculum.

· A further 15% neither agreed nor disagreed; eight per cent disagreed; two per cent disagreed strongly and three per cent said they didn’t know.
· There was a divide among state and private parents on this question. Among state school parents, support for the national curriculum being obligatory in a new school ranged from 72% of state secondary parents to 77% of state primary parents.
· However, just 56% of private primary school parents and 63% of private secondary parents supported the teaching of the national curriculum.
Accountability of schools
Free schools will be outside the local authority family of schools which will have no powers to intervene if things go wrong in the Free School or if parents complain. Free Schools will not have the same requirements on them as other local schools in terms of accountability to the local community, or provision for parent or staff governors. The NUT survey suggests that parents want more accountability mechanisms for Free Schools than the government currently intends.
The NUT survey asked parents which of a number of statements about school accountability they supported. They could select more than one statement.
· The results showed that almost half of parents (48%) believed that schools should be accountable to the local community.

· A quarter of parents (25%) believed that schools could only be accountable to the local community by being part of the local authority family of schools.

· A further quarter (26%) thoughts schools could be accountable to the community without the involvement of the local authority.

· A majority of parents, 59%, thought local authorities should be able to intervene in the school if things go wrong or if parents complain.

· Over a third (35%) thought the local authority should allowed to appoint some of the governors in a Free School, as they could at other local schools.
· Almost half (47%) believed Free Schools should have more or less the same number of parents governors as at other local schools.

· Half of parents questioned (50%) thought Free Schools should have elected staff governors.

What should determine whether a Free School will be allowed?

Under the government’s proposals, a Free School can be set up wherever there is evidence of demand from some parents for the proposal. But parents surveyed by the NUT clearly rejected this view, with almost half stating that a shortage of places should be the most important factor in determining whether or not to allow a new school to be set up.
Parents were asked to state which of a list of criteria was the most important in their view in deciding whether a new school should be allowed. These were: parental support, council support, government support, or a shortage of school places.

· Less than a third (32%) thought parental support was the most important factor. 

· Nearly half (47%) thought a shortage of school places locally should be the most important criteria.

· Just 14% thought council support for a new school should drive the proposals.

· Only eight per cent thought government support for a new school should be the driver.
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