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Navigating the school system

In October, 2021, my life changed - permanently and for the
better. I was no longer just a teacher or school leader. I was now
a dad. 

Since becoming a parent I realised three
things about the education system:

1. Information is sparse for parents like
you, who want to know more about the
system their child is entering into

2. The information that is available is
often confusing, conflicting and
disjointed

3. There is no source of clear, objective
information. Just schools, councils and
government all pushing their own
agenda.

Join our community of parents and explore my site for
resources, online courses & tools, as well as bespoke 1to1
packages

I look forward to helping you navigate one of the most important
journeys in your child’s life!

Joe Pardoe

www.school-compass.com

I decided to set up School Compass to help you navigate your
child’s school journey with more knowledge, confidence and
excitement!



www.school-compass.com

This guide is designed to be used in conjunction with
the ‘Navigating Primary School Applications’ online
course.

if you have not yet signed up for the webinar, I
recommend you do so before jumping in - you will
get more out of this guide if you do!

Find out more and sign-up: https://www.school-
compass.com/primary-applications

Note: I cannot give advice about which primary
school is best for your child, nor be responsible for
the decisions you make. The application process
itself can also vary, so you should find out what is
required for your particular context via your local
authority website.

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications
https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications
https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications


How to use this booklet...
Navigating Primary School Applications can feel overwhelming -
there’s so much noise, opinion, and information to navigate.

There is nowhere objective, honest and expert to go to help guide you
through this process.

This is why I set up School Compass. I want to create the go-to hub for
all things education - empowering you as you navigate the entire
education journey with your child.

This guide is designed to help with the part of the application process
most parents find most daunting - rank-ordering the schools.

Each Local Authority is different, but the vast majority will allow you
to input 3 or 6 preferences of school. Remember, this is not a ‘choice’ -
it is your chance to offer your preference, but many factors go into
allocating school places.

I designed this guide to help you focus on what really matters to you
and your child. The aim isn’t to find a ‘perfect’ school, but one that’s a
good fit for your family’s values, priorities and circumstances.
Use this guide to:

 ✅ Reflect on what matters most to your family
 ✅ Compare what you see and hear on visits
 ✅ Record key information
 ✅ Rank preferences with confidence

As always, I would love any feedback about this guide - I want to
provide the best resources possible. Also, get in touch if you have any
questions and, for those who want more depth, please check-out my
online course here.

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications


The booklet is set-up for a three school preference list - simply, to save
space!

If you live in an area which offers six preferences, you can follow the same
process, but just add columns for a further three schools and change the
‘scoring system’ from 1-3 to 1-6.

For each ‘consideration’ in the table, there is space for you to write notes. At
the end of each row, you can give the school a score from 1-3 (or 1-6 if you
are adapting).

1 should be the highest score - the school that is most convenient or most
matches your values.

3 (or 6) should be the lowest score - the school which is least convenient or
least matches your values in this category.

At the end of each table, you can total-up the scores for each school. In the
final pages of this booklet, you can add all of the scores up - to explore
which school scores the ‘lowest’ (which might be YOUR best match) . This
will then form a starting point for an informed discussion about your school
preference order.

An example is below...

Consideration School A School B School C

Distance / Travel
Time / Ease of
Commute

1 - 10 minute walk
3 - 25 minute walk

(in the wrong
direction for work)

2 - 20 minute drive
but on the way to

work.

Wrap-around care
offer

2 - good offer, but
not running for

term 1 (will need
to plan!)

1 - full wrap-
around care after
settling in period

3 - No afterschool
clubs for

Reception year

Timings of the
school day

1 - 08:35-15:15 2 - 08:45-15:30 3 - 08:50-15:00

TOTAL 4 6 8



The Five Key
Debates



Teacher-led

The Five Key Debates
Approach to Teaching Student-led

Contextual Approach to Behaviour Clear

Breadth Approach to Curriculum Depth

Past
Approach to Outlook

Future

Inclusive
Approach to Access

Exclusive

Education is values-based. What YOU think is a good school, teacher and
education might vary wildly from another person - even a partner or
close friend! 

This means that there is no universal, objective ‘good’ school. It depends
on what you value.

Therefore, the best starting poinr in this process is to reflect on what YOU
and YOUR FAMILY value. This means you are making preferences on your
terms - not simply following the crowd or relying on an Ofsted grade.

If you want to explore this framework in more detail, I cover this in my
‘Navigating Primary School Applications’ course

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications


Research Checklist
As well as considering your own values, it is helpful to have a
sense of as much information as possible. There are a number of
things you can do...

Websites. Check out the school website. It should tell
you more about the vision and values of the school,
give a sense of the staff in the school and have links to
all of the school policies. If the school is an Academy,
check-out the website of the Multi-Academy Trust it is
part of too.  

Ofsted. Read the report, not just the grade. It will give
you a snap-shot of the school. You can use this to
formulate questions to ask.

Exam  Data. Have a look at the published exam data.
Again, this is helpful to use as a base to form
questions.

Other  Data. There is a lot of data published about
schools - you can find the student demographic data,
staff information and financial details of the school.
All of this can be used to create a picture of the school
BEFORE you attend.

In my course I talk through how to find all of this data and how to
use it effectively. You can complete the course in your own time
and revisit it throughout the process!

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications


The Basics (1)



Consideration School A School B School C

Distance / Travel
Time / Ease of
Commute

Wrap-around care
offer

Timings of the
school day

Potential likelihood
of securing a place
(depending on
distance and how
over-subscribed /
under-subscribed
the school is)

Friendship groups /
people you know

TOTAL

The Practical Considerations



The Basics (2)



Consideration School A School B School C

Class-sizes

Number of classes
in each year (form
entry)

Ofsted grade (and
key points)

Academic data (and
key points)

TOTAL

The data...

The considerations on this table will depend a lot on your own values of
a good school.

For example, there is no ‘best’ school - big or small. It depends on what
you value.

Similarly, and I cover this in depth in my course, how much weight you
give Ofsted and published academic data will depend on your
interpretation of this data.

Finally, always remember that Ofsted only see a snap-shot of the
school and the grade can change (even before your child starts!). The
academic data relates to the previous six-year curriculum journey - past
performance is not always an indicator of future performance.

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications


The Visits and
Values



Reflections of the Visits and
YOUR values

Consideration School A School B School C

Staff interactions

Atmosphere 

Classrooms and
resources

Facilities and
outdoor areas

Clubs, trips and
enrichment

Alignment with our
child

Alignment with our
values of teaching
and learning

Alignment with our
values of behaviour
management 

Alignment with our
values on
curriculum
provision



Reflections of the Visits and
YOUR values

Consideration School A School B School C

Alignment with our
values on outlook
of the school

Alignment with our
values on
inclusivity

Vision of the
headteacher

Pastoral care

Support / Stretch
for students

TOTAL



Final Reflections



Final Reflections

As a starting point for a conversation, you can now total up the scores
you have given each school. You can then use this to rank order the
schools from the lowest-score (‘top’) to the highest-score (‘bottom’).

School A School B School C

TOTAL

Obviously, it would be too simplistic for this to become your preference
order!

However it should provide a thought-through starting point for a
further conversation.

School Name Reason

Rank 1

Rank 2

Rank 3

Remember, there is no objective ‘best’ school - it is about
understanding the pros and cons, and trade-offs, of all the school
options. There is no perfect option. School is also just one part of your
child’s education.

It is also tempting to see schools as static, solid institutions. But, when
joining a school, you are joining a dynamic community of which you and
your child will be active members. Each year, there will be new teachers
and new students (and maybe new leaders).



NEXT STEPS



What next...?
I hope you have found this mini guide to be a useful companion
as you embark on school visits & given you some key things to
think about. Open Evenings can be one of the best ways to find
out about a school - I hope this booklet allows you to make the
most of your visit.

If you want a more in-depth look at the school application
process, how to find out lots of information about schools and
how to explore your own values, my WEBINAR on this very topic
runs from July to September - I have lots of dates and times
available, but they usually get booked up fast. 

All  webinar sign-ups get the
opportunity to ask a question,
which I promise to answer
either before, during or after
the session.

The recording is sent out to all
participants - you do not need
to attend live to get the
information.

Finally - the webinar now
comes with my book!  This
accompanies the course and
provides a series of checklists,
tools and fact-sheets to help
you through the process.

To find out more, and to sign-up, visit:

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications

https://www.school-compass.com/primary-applications

