Secondary school application season begins as parents race against October deadline for 2026 intake
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Parents seeking secondary school places for their children starting in 2026 are currently in the crucial application window, with deadlines looming next month. For many families, selecting the right secondary school is a significant decision that will influence their child's academic journey and social development, including their experience of GCSEs and potentially A Levels. The Government’s official school admissions guidance provides a clear pathway for the application process and highlights key dates to keep in mind amidst the busy period of school open days.
Applications for state-funded secondary schools are typically made through the local council’s admissions portal, either online or by paper form. Even when applying for a school outside the immediate local authority area, parents must submit their applications to their own council’s admissions team. The Government provides an online directory to help parents easily locate the relevant council website by postcode, ensuring access to accurate information and tailored guidance for each area. Some councils may require the creation of an account on their portal, streamlining the process but emphasizing the importance of following instructions specific to each locality. Applicants are encouraged to list as many school preferences as allowed — usually between three and six — ranking them in order of preference to maximise the chance of securing a place at a suitable school.
Nationwide data for the current academic year shows that approximately 83.5% of children were offered a place at their first choice secondary school, while 96.3% received an offer from one of their preferred schools. This highlights the importance of submitting multiple options to improve the likelihood of success. However, for the small percentage who miss out on preferred offers, parents have the right to appeal decisions. The appeals process, detailed on the government’s admissions appeal guidance, allows families to contest an allocated school place they find unsuitable, with clear procedures and deadlines designed to support fair treatment.
Visiting schools during open days or parent information evenings is highly recommended to help parents and children get a genuine feel for the school's environment, teaching ethos, and extracurricular offerings. Schools usually advertise these sessions on their own websites, while many local councils compile open day dates and registration details in a centralized resource for prospective applicants. Such visits provide a vital opportunity to assess whether a school is the right social and educational fit beyond league tables or inspection reports.
The deadline for applications through local authorities is generally October 31, with the final school allocations communicated on National Offer Day, set for March 2, 2026, for the coming school year. It is essential to keep abreast of local council-specific requirements and offer acceptance deadlines, which are normally explained in the allocation letters. For those who miss the deadline, it remains possible to apply but with a reduced chance of securing a place at a preferred school.
Understanding how schools handle oversubscription is also helpful, as it determines how places are allocated when demand exceeds availability. Criteria may include factors like sibling attendance, distance from the school, or special educational needs, all outlined by the government to assist parents in making informed choices. Preparing early, visiting schools, and making well-considered submissions can significantly ease the transition to secondary education and help secure the best possible outcome for children entering this important phase of their schooling.
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