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How to get the best out of your 
child’s education: Finding the 
right school 
 
All parents and those who have parental 
responsibilities have to make sure their 
children have an education starting when they 
are four or five years old and continuing until 
they are 18. But if you haven’t had much 
experience with the school system, finding the 
right type of school for your child can be a 
challenge. Indeed, not only are there lots of 
different types of school, but school 
admissions policies can be complicated too. 
 
Every parent wants to give their child the best 
possible start in life, and that includes making 
sure they get an education that’s right for them. In 
fact, some might argue that choosing your child’s 
school is the most important decision you or any 
other parent may make. It is, after all, something 
that will affect you, your child and your family for 
many years to come. 
 
Did you know? 
 
In 2017, 83.5 per cent of applications for 
secondary school place received an offer of their 
first preference school, while 94.6 per cent 
received an offer of one of their top three 
preferences (Source: Department for Education). 
 
 

 
 

Types of school 
 
There are two main types of school: those 
maintained by local education authorities (or 
Education and Library Boards in Northern Ireland) 
and those that aren’t.   
 
Each category is made up of various sorts of 
schools too. First, here are the main types of 
schools funded by local education authorities (or 
local councils):  
 
Community schools 
These schools are run and funded by local 
education authorities, which also own the land 
and the buildings. If your child attends a 
community school, they have to follow the 
national curriculum – that is, the same set of 
subjects taught in primary and secondary schools 
and the standards children should reach in each 
subject. 
 
Foundation schools 
In a foundation school, pupils also follow the 
national curriculum. These schools are funded by 
local education authorities, but they are run by a 
governing body that owns the land and buildings. 
As a result, they have more freedom to change 
the way in which they are run and how they do 
things compared with community schools. 
 
Voluntary schools  
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Otherwise known as faith or religious schools, 
these are schools where the land and buildings 
are owned by a charity such as a church. Most 
are run like other state schools and follow the 
national curriculum. But when it comes to 
religious studies, they may choose to only teach 
their own particular religion. Some of these 
schools are funded entirely by the local education 
authority, while others are partly funded by the 
local education authority and partly by the charity. 
 
Schools that are not maintained by local 
authorities include the following: 
 
Independent schools 
Also known as private schools, these are funded 
by fees that are mostly paid by parents and 
sometimes by charitable trust funds. They are run 
by their governing bodies and there is more 
flexibility in terms of what your child may be 
taught, as independent schools don’t have to 
follow the national curriculum. Some independent 
schools also specialise in teaching children with 
special educational needs. 
 
Academies 
Unlike state schools that are funded by local 
education authorities, academies get their money 
direct from the government. Some are also 
sponsored by business, universities, faith groups 
and voluntary groups. Like independent schools, 
they don’t have to follow the national curriculum – 
though they have to abide by the same rules on 
things like admissions, special educational needs 
and exclusions as other state schools. 
 
City technology colleges 
Owned and funded by the government – as 
opposed to local education authorities – and 
private business sponsors, city technology 

colleges operate in urban areas and have an 
emphasis on technological and practical skills 
(though their curriculum is similar to that of the 
national one). There are few 
city technology colleges these days, with most set 
up in the 1980s having converted to academies. 
 
You can search for schools in your area online if 
you live in England, Wales, Scotland or Northern 
Ireland 
 

Choosing the right school for 
your child 
There are lots of different things you may 
want to consider when it comes to choosing 
the school that would suit your child best. 
 
The location of the school may well be important, 
but other things such as the size of the school 
and classes, and whether or not they have any 
special emphasis on any type of subject or 
learning are all things that are also worth bearing 
in mind. When it comes to secondary school, you 
may also have a choice of single-sex or co-
educational schools (that is, schools that admit 
both sexes).  
 
In general, it’s a good idea to do your homework 
first. Make a list of all the schools you want to 
consider, look at their websites and read their 
brochures. Both can give you a good basic idea 
of what a school offers, including its values and 
objectives. But once you’ve narrowed your choice 
down a little it’s also advisable to attend open 
days and – where possible – arrange a visit to the 
schools during a normal day. This can help you to 
get a better picture of how each school operates 
and how happy the children are there. If you get 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/services/schools-plus
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/services/schools-plus
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the opportunity, ask some of the children what 
they think of their school. 
During your visit you may also want to arrange to 
speak to the head teacher or their representative. 
This is your chance to ask questions that may 
particularly concern you, such as how does the 
school deal with bullying and how many clubs and 
activities are on offer outside the classroom.  
Talking to other parents whose children already 
attend that particular school can also be helpful. 
 
You may also check a school’s Ofsted report 
online (Ofsted is the government department that 
inspects and rates schools and other children’s 
services in the UK). But bear in mind that some of 
the reports may be a few years out of date, and 
that many schools may have improved since the 
inspection was made.  Ideally, if academic 
achievements and a school’s placing in the 
league tables are important to you, look at reports 
going back several years rather than just the 
most recent one.  
 
 

School exclusions 
 
One of the things you may also want to find out 
about before choosing your child’s school is the 
procedures they use to exclude pupils from 
school. This used to be called being expelled or 
suspended, and is usually applied when children 
are disruptive and behave badly. 
 
Exclusion may be temporary – which means your 
child will be suspended from school for a fixed 
amount of time (not more than 45 days during any 
single school year) – or permanent. Children 
cannot be excluded because of their race, sex or  
because they are disabled. 

 
Find out more about a school’s exclusion 
procedures by contacting the school direct. 
Alternatively, government guidelines on 
exclusions that have to be followed by local-
authority maintained schools, academies, free 
schools and pupil referral units are available at 
gov.uk 
 

Admissions policies 
 
Whether or not your child will get into the school 
of your choice may depend on that school’s 
admission policy or criteria, especially if the 
school has more applications than places. 
Different schools give priority to children in 
different circumstances, including the following: 
 

 Those who live near the school 

 Those who have a brother or sister who’s 
already at the school 

 Those who follow a particular religion 

 Those who went to a particular primary school 

 Those who are in care 

 Those who pass or do well in an exam 

 Those who have medical or social reasons for 
attending the school 

 
Local authorities publish a booklet each year that 
outlines admissions policies in their schools as 
well as details of how you should apply. You can 
usually get a copy of the booklet from a school 
during an open day or from your local town hall or 
local library.  Alternatively, contact your local 
authority direct. 
 
Meanwhile, if you’re not happy with the school 
place your child has been offered, you have the 
right to an appeal. For help with appealing a local 
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education authority or a school’s decision, contact  
the Coram Children’s Legal Centre (England 
only). 
 

Special educational needs 

If your child has special educational needs, they 
may have greater difficulties in learning than 
others of their age, or they may have a disability 
that makes it difficult for them to use the facilities 
at school. It can mean that they find it harder to 
socialise and make friends than other children, or 
it can affect things like their reading, writing, 
concentration levels and their ability to 
understand things.  
 
All children with special education needs 
are entitled to receive full-time education 
appropriate to their needs, whether at a 
mainstream school, a special school or 
elsewhere.  So it’s up to your local education 
authority to make sure a child with special 
educational needs gets a place at a suitable 
school. 
 
If you believe your child may have special 
educational needs, ask for a meeting with the 
SEN co-ordinator at their school. If you’re not 
happy with the outcome of the meeting – if the 
school refuses to assess your child’s educational, 
health and care needs, for instance – you can 
complain or appeal against the decision via the 
Special Educational Needs and Disability 
Tribunal. Find out more at gov.uk. 
 

 A useful Department of Education guide for 
parents and carers entitled Special 
Educational needs and disability is available 

online. You can also contact your local IAS 
Service at your local authority for further help 

 

Home education 
 
In the UK, parents who wish to do so may also 
educate their children at home. This means you 
don’t have to follow the national curriculum or any 
rules about how or when you teach them. You 
don’t have to be a qualified teacher to home 
educate your child either, and you can get extra 
help from private tutors if you need it. 
 
You can educate your child at home from the 
beginning, making sure that they receive a full-
time education from the age of five. Or you can 
choose to take your child out of a school they 
have already been attending.  
 
If you take your child out of school, you must tell 
the school by writing to the head teacher. You 
don’t have to tell your local council unless you’re 
taking your child out of a special school.  
However, if you’re taking your child out of a 
mainstream school and you don’t let your local 
council know, they may check to find out the type 
of education you’re providing. 
 

 A certain amount of help is available with 
home education from local councils.  To find 
what’s on offer where you live, search for your 
local council via gov.uk. 

  

http://www.childrenslegalcentre.com/get-legal-advice/education/
https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/information-advice-and-support-services-network
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Useful links 
 
If you are experiencing any of the issues covered 
in this guide, in the first instance call our free 
helpline on 0808 801 0550. Our Advisors will 
listen without judging and will work with you as 
best they can to achieve a positive outcome. 
 
If you prefer you can email: 
helpline@ltcharity.org;  Visit our website: 
www.licensedtradecharity.org.uk;  
 It’s full of useful information about the kind of 
issues we know people who work in the licensed 
trade face. 
 

Other sources of information 
 
Citizens Advice 
www.citizensadvice.org.uk 
For free practical advice on a wide range of 
issues, including benefits such as Working Tax 
Credit. 
 
Gov.uk 
www.gov.uk/browse/childcare-parenting/schools-
education 
There’s also lots more information about schools 
and education on this government website. 
 
IPSEA 
www.ipsea.org.uk 
This charity provides resources to help families 
get the right education for children with special 
educational needs and/or disabilities. 
 
Education Otherwise 
www.educationotherwise.org   For information 
and resources for home educating families and 

those considering home education for the first 
time. 

mailto:helpline@ltcharity.org
http://www.licensedtradecharity.org.uk/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.gov.uk/browse/childcare-parenting/schools-education
http://www.gov.uk/browse/childcare-parenting/schools-education
http://www.educationotherwise.org/

