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Introduction

The National Secular Society works towards equal human rights for all, regardless
of religion or belief. Based in the United Kingdom, we also work internationally and
have been in special consultative status with the United Nations Economic and
Social Council since 2016.

The right to education — article 13

One third of England'’s state-funded schools are faith schools. As these schools are
entirely, or almost entirely, funded by public money, parents should have the right
to send their children to any of them without facing disadvantages because they
hold the ‘wrong’ religion or belief.

However, most types of faith schools have exemptions from equality law which
allow them to discriminate against children based on religion or belief. Voluntary
Aided schools can select 100% of their intake based on their parents’ religion if
oversubscribed. Newly established free schools with a religious character currently
have this capped at 50%.

As a result, faith schools often have highly complex and highly exclusive
admissions criteria. It is common, for example, for Catholic schools to prioritise
baptised Catholics first, then unbaptised churchgoing Catholics, then other
church-going Christians, then children from other religious backgrounds, and
finally all other children.

In its 2016 concluding observations' on the State Party’s sixth periodic report, the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recommended the State Party
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reduce “de facto discrimination and segregation of students based on their
religion, national or social origin, as well as their economic background.”

In its 2023 concluding observations on the State Party’'s combined sixth and
seventh reports? the Committee on the Rights of the Child urged the State party to
“guarantee the right of all children to freedom of expression and to practise freely
their religion or belief”, including by “Preventing the use of religion as a selection
criterion for school admissions in England”.

Despite this, the State Party has, in fact, moved to increase discrimination and
segregation based on religion. In May 2024, the then Conservative government
announced plans? to remove the 50% cap on faith-based admissions at new free
schools with a religious character, allowing them to discriminate on the basis of
religion in 100% of admissions when oversubscribed.

A consultation on the removal of the cap has now finished, and it remains to be
seen if the plans will be implemented. The leader of the Labour Party has promised
to be “even more supportive” of faith schools than the previous Government.

These plans, which particularly disadvantage children raised without religion or
within a minority religion, come at a time when the UK is increasingly nonreligious
and diverse. In England and Wales, the number of nonreligious people has
increased dramatically, from 25% in 2011 to 37% in 20215. Christians are no longer
the maijority, while other religions have shown an increase in membership. The
2022 Scottish Census showed a majority of Scots have no religione.

New research has demonstrated faith schools under-admit children from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds’, children in care?, and children with
special educational needs and disabilities®. Socio-economic segregation in
schools is higher in areas with greater numbers of faith schools®.
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It is already well established that faith schools lead to segregation of pupils along
ethnic lines".

Recommendations:

1) The State Party should abandon proposals to lift the 50% cap on faith-based
admissions at new faith free schools.

2) The State Party should repeal exemptions to the Equality Act 2010 which
allow for faith-based admissions.
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