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Motivation: 
 
Changes in 
school 
identifiers  
due to 
changes in 
school 
structure 
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Changing school identifiers: the problem 

• Empirical research: 

– How to construct a consistent panel of schools when Unique 
Reference Numbers (URNs) change? 

– How to adequately control for school-level prior attainment when 
URNs change? 

• Practical work of education charities: 

– How to maintain a list of eligible schools? 

– How track attainment of schools involved in program? 
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Changing school identifiers: the problem 

• Example 1 (we’ve probably all had...): 

 

 

Some URNs 
only in 2012 
 

Some URNs 
only in 2013 
 
 

Only this school 
actually closes between 
2012 and 2013 
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Changing school identifiers: the problem 

• Example: what is the impact of changing to academy on KS2 
Average Points Scores? 

• Caveat: simple example - not causal 

 
Ignore changing 

URNs 
Account for 

changing URNs 

Change to 
academy between 
2010/2011 and 
2011/2012 

1.054*** 0.782*** 

Standard error [0.190] [0.190] 

N (schools) 14,413 14,879 

Note: OLS regression also accounts for prior APS decile (2010/2011) 
and the interaction between prior APS decile and change to 
academy status. 
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Changing school identifiers: the problem 

• Example 2: linking information from the Millennium Cohort Study 
(MCS) Teacher Survey (Year 2 and Year 6) to the National Pupil 
Database: 

– Project currently ongoing to answer research questions: 

1. What is the impact of school practices such as setting/streaming on the 
distribution of ability in the cohort? 

2. What is the impact of a teacher’s qualification and experience on the 
distribution of ability in the cohort? 

– Must anonymise URN and LAESTAB (Local Authority and 
Establishment Number) so that schools with MCS cohort members 
can’t be identified 

– Once schools are anonymised, how do we tell whether pupils change 
schools over time, or whether schools change identifiers over time? 

 Create links between schools before anonymisation, and create binary 
indicators for whether the pupil changed school in each year 
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Changing school identifiers: a solution (1) 

• DfE parent-child linkages (EduBase or SLD - Institution History ): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two schools merge to 
become one 
 

School becomes an 
academy 
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Changing school identifiers: a solution (1) 

• DfE parent-child linkages (EduBase or SLD - Institution History ): 

1. Reformat DfE parent-child data to become “Child” only (see 
Appendix 1) 

2. Merge to existing data of interest 

3. Merge to second data of interest, using urn_old 

4. Merge to second data of interest, using urn_new where urn_old does 
not produce a match 

 

• BUT: 

– Date of parent-child link is often missing (so can’t verify when change 
happened) 

– There can be multiple linkages (in different years or where year isn’t 
known) 

– Very few linkages before 2006 (as recording this data started then)  
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Changing school identifiers: a solution (2) 

• Ad-hoc approach: 

1. Look up school link in appropriate year in EduBase 

2. Recode URN manually in syntax 

3. Merge primary and secondary data using recoded URN 

 

• BUT: 

– Feasible for only small numbers of schools 

– Very few linkages before 2006 (as recording this data started then)  
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Changing school identifiers: a solution (3) 

• Use database of schools to merge URNs in adjacent years: 

– Currently contains school links between 2005 and 2013 (to cover the 
Millennium Cohort Study cohort) 

– Will update to include previous academic years 

– Will be made publicly available (dataset and syntax) 

– Offers to check syntax are welcome (thank you George!) 
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The database of schools: stable schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



© Institute for Fiscal Studies   

The database of schools: changing schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note: multiple rows per school, as 
linked forward and backward and 
include school mergers. 
(Churchfields, the village school 
formed from Atworth Primary School 
and Monkton Farleigh & South 
Wraxall.) 
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The database of schools: changing schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Andalusia Academy Bristol opened in 
September 2005 
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The database of schools: changing schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One for one change: North 
Westminster Community School 
became Paddington Academy 
 



The database of schools: value in the MCS cohort 
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The database of schools: construction 
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1. Make LEASIS files consistent over time 

a. Create phase of education variable based on number of pupils of 
each age 

b. Make school type consistent over time 

c. Clean school name (eg change “Roman Catholic” to “rc” in all cases) 

d. Add postcode from EduBase 



The database of schools: construction 
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1. Make LEASIS files consistent over time 

2. Link schools across years, for each year: 

a. Merge using URN 

b. If no link created, merge using LA and ESTAB 

c. If no link created, merge using postcode and clean school name 

d. If no link created, merge using postcode and phase of education 

e. If no link created, merge using postcode and ESTAB 

f. If no link created, merge using DfE parent-child data 

 

 

 



The database of schools: construction 
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1. Make LEASIS files consistent over time 

2. Link schools across years, for each year: 

 

 

 



The database of schools: construction 
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1. Cross-over between DfE linked file and school database 

– Negative: for this project – the cross-over is annoyingly close! 

– Positive: for future projects (that need LEASIS data further back in 
time) – we are able to match the majority of schools that don’t match 
on URN without the DfE linked file 

 

 

 



The database of schools: construction 
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1. Make LEASIS files consistent over time 

2. Link schools across years, for each year 

3. Link backwards and forwards over time 

 Schools that convert have two rows 

 Schools that merge have multiple rows 

 Links can be traced whatever year the researcher starts from 

 

 



Summary 

• School identifiers change over time 

• This causes empirical researchers and charities trouble 

– Linking schools over time is complicated 

– Difficult to create a consistent panel of schools 

• The database of schools provides information on school mergers, 
school closures, school opening, and changes in school status 

• Schools are linked forward and backwards to make linking schools 
over time straightforward 

• Work in progress – feedback and checking code would be 
welcome! 
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Questions? 

ellen_g@ifs.org.uk 
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Appendix 1: Re-format DfE parent-child data 

1. Open DfE parent-child data 

2. Some manual cleaning to replace parent to child, child 
to parent etc (email ellen_g@ifs.org.uk) 

3. Keep child data only to merge to existing data 
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