
The Guide to  
British School Entry



At British Tutors, we encounter 
many parents who hope to send 
their children to the top UK 
boarding schools but don’t know 
how to begin the process, and it can 
be a confusing one! Here we give an 
overview of how to get your child 
into their dream school.

Choosing a school
All parents have aspirations for their children and this  
is absolutely the way it should be. It is great to aim  
high but also important to be realistic and think about 
the decision from all angles, not just the academic.  
It is important to understand that not all schools suit 
all children, it is far more important for a child to find 
a school where they will thrive and progress than to be 
forced into a school that might not suit them.  
We recommend choosing a school where your child will 
be in the middle of the ability range with enough people 
above them to keep them challenged whilst enough 
below them to maintain their confidence and self-esteem. 
You’ll need to narrow down your choice to about three or 
four schools.

Boarding schools in the UK are almost all private (as 
opposed to run by the state). Confusingly they can be 
referred to as independent schools, public schools or 
private schools – all the same thing!

Year of Entry
You have a range of options as to when to send your 
child to boarding school in the UK. Traditionally boys 
start at age 13 and girls start at age 11. 
•  8: Boarding prep schools usually start aged 8,  

running until age 13 (years 3-8)
•  11: Many girls’ schools except entry into year 7 sitting 

the 11+ Common Entrance
•  12: A less typical entry point, but some girls’ schools 

encourage international students to apply for entry 
into year 8, sitting the 12+ Common Entrance. This is 
a less challenging exam than the 13+

•  13: Most boys’ schools and many girls’ schools accept 
entry into year 9 sitting the 13+ Common Entrance

•  14: If you want your child to start UK schooling for 
GCSE exams they will enter into year 10. Year 11 
entrance is not encouraged

•  16: If you want your child to start UK schooling for A 
Level exams (sixth form) they will enter into year 12. 
Year 13 entrance is not encouraged

What to do when
UK boarding schools begin the process of taking on  
new students early and, from a parent’s perspective,  
the application process needs to start in good time in 
order to give your child the chance of getting into the 
right school for them. The process does vary from school 
to school and, of course, for different entry stages.  
The guide below is for entry at age 13 (the most typical 
choice for British Tutors students).
Before age 9

Begin discussions at home about what type of school 
would suit your child’s needs:
-  Would a single sex or co-educational environment  
be better?

- Do they take many international students?
- What is the ratio of boarders to day pupils?
- Does the school also need to suit their siblings?
-  Should the school be near an airport, big city or  
family members in the UK?

-  Will your child need extra pastoral support as an 
international student?

Before age 10
Once you have narrowed down a list of criteria, visit 
schools you think you may be interested in. It is a 
good idea to visit these alone at first and then take 
your children along at a later date. Many schools ask 
for formal registration before the applicant turns 10 
so research registration deadlines and only register 
for schools you really like. It is generally wise to avoid 
blanket registrations as these are a waste of money,  
can give a confusing amount of options and are not 
helpful to the schools themselves. You should aim for a 
couple of schools at the higher end of your child’s ability 
and then one or two “safer bets”.
British Tutors offers academic assessments, which can 
help you with your choice by identifying the academic 
level of your child and therefore which schools might be 
appropriate for them.
Before age 11
You will need to have narrowed down your choices for 
13+ entry by now. Visit the schools with your children 
and visit potential school boarding houses if applicable. 
This is particularly helpful in schools that have a  
pre-assessment admission system. 
NB Eton and Winchester test  
and interview during this year.  
The Eton pre-assessment is in 
two rounds, older applicants 
are tested in the autumn while 
younger applicants are tested 
in the summer. Winchester 
interviews usually take 
place in the Spring 
term.



Before age 12
Many schools pre-assess and interview candidates 
for 13+ entry this year, usually in the autumn term. 
These assessments are often a greater hurdle than 
Common Entrance as they determine whether your 
child will be offered a place at the school, conditional 
on their Common Entrance exam results. Some schools 
will contact your child’s current school to ask for 
an academic report. British Tutors runs full tutoring 
programmes to help prepare for these tests and 
interviews. 
On passing the pre-assessment tests and interview, 
your child will be given a provisional offer and the 
school will ask you for a deposit. Most parents will only 
pay a deposit on their top choice school, but you can 
choose to keep your options open with more than one 
conditional offer by paying multiple deposits.
Before age 13

Students should be preparing for the exams. British 
Tutors can help you with a programme of study. There is 
a lot of new material to cover for international students 
so the longer the run up for preparation, the better.
Some schools offer optional pre-CE exams for marginal 
candidates (including Radley, Sherbourne, St. Edward’s 
and Bradfield). These are for students to check whether 
they will be likely to pass CE and arrange back up 
schools if not.
13+ Common Entrance exams are sat in the spring or 
early summer of the year of entry. Results usually come 
in the following week.

What are pre-tests/pre-assessments?
Many schools, such as Eton, Winchester, Harrow, 
Marlborough and Wellington, test students before the 
Common Entrance exams. This is to filter out students a 
few years before entry. For instance, Eton currently has 
seven applicants for every place.
The structure of pre-entry assessment varies from 
school to school, but usually includes the following:
- An interview
- IQ or aptitude tests, often computerised
- Written tests in maths and English
- Detailed academic report from current school
After the pre-assessment your child will either be offered 
a ‘conditional place’ subject to them passing their 
Common Entrance exams, a place on the waiting list or 
a rejection. It is worth bearing in mind that schools don’t 
want students to fail Common Entrance. Being given a 
conditional offer means that the school thinks the student 
is a suitable candidate and should pass the exams.

What is UKiset?
UKiset is an adaptive online test which is used by many 
schools in place of their own pre-tests. It is a potential 
test aimed at identifying a student’s developed ability 
as well as their aptitude for learning. It is a standardised 
test and is very commonly used for international 
applicants so that schools can easily compare students 
based on set criteria. The test covers four main areas:
-  Non-Verbal Reasoning (solving problems using 
patterns, diagrams and pictures)

-  Verbal Reasoning (testing the students aptitude with 
words, language and vocabulary)

-  Mathematics (numerical reasoning)
-  English (comprehension, creative writing, grammar 
 and spelling)

Students sit the UKiset at local test centres and the 
results are then sent directly to the school.



What is Common Entrance?
Common Entrance (CE) are external exams set by 
the Independent Schools Examination Board (ISEB). 
The majority of boarding schools use these exams. 
Winchester is an exception with its own papers. Some 
schools have different papers for international students.
The 11+ Common Entrance

Papers are sat in the following subjects:
English
Maths
Science
Verbal reasoning (some schools)
Non-verbal reasoning (some schools)

The 13+ Common Entrance
Papers are usually sat in the following subjects. There 
can usually be some exemptions/exchanges made for 
international students.
English (tiered paper)
Maths (tiered paper)
Biology
Chemistry
Physics
History
Geography
Religious Studies
French (tiered paper)
Latin (tiered paper)
Optional papers in Spanish, German and Mandarin

What is the pass mark for Common 
Entrance?
There is no central marking system so each school 
marks its own papers and sets a different requirement 
for passing. Pass marks vary between schools from 
50-65%. 

What if my child fails?
This shouldn’t happen if there is open and honest 
communication between the school and parents. 
Pre-tests serve to reduce failure at Common Entrance. 
However even students with conditional places do 
sometimes fail. If this happens, the exam papers can 
be passed on to a second choice school but there is no 
guarantee this school will be in a position to take them.
Common Entrance should be the culmination of a 
carefully monitored process with plenty of preparation 
to ensure students are in the best position to pass their 
exams.

Scholarships
Scholarships are an alternative route into schools 
instead of Common Entrance. There is a Common 
Academic Scholarship (CAS) set by ISEB but most 
schools choose to set their own papers. They test on 
a wide range of skills including the ability to apply 
knowledge and the capability for lateral thinking. 
The papers are extremely academic and challenging, 
only suitable for exceptional candidates. If a student 
is invited to sit an academic scholarship but fails to 
achieve the award, they are normally at least offered a 
place without the need to sit Common Entrance.
Schools may also offer music, sports, art or all-rounder 
scholarships. Schools will assess potential candidates in 
their own way and students will still have to sit Common 
Entrance papers.
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How British Tutors can help
British Tutors is a leading provider of Common Entrance 
tuition in Hong Kong. With many years’ experience 
working with applicants to the top UK schools, our 
students have successfully gained places at Eton, 
Winchester, Harrow, Radley, Cheltenham Ladies’ College, 
Wycombe Abbey and St. Mary’s Calne amongst many 
others.
At British Tutors we offer a comprehensive academic 
programme to prepare our tutees and guide them 
through the application process for UK schools. From 
choosing the right school to navigating the interview and 
pre-tests, to preparing for the exams and then ensuring 
a smooth transition to the new school, we support our 
students and their families at all stages.
ASSESSMENT
Before beginning the school entrance process with 
British Tutors, we recommend booking your child in for 
an academic assessment. This can be in Hong Kong or 
in London.
The assessment is performed by one of our UK school 
entrance specialists and includes both interview skills 
and academic papers. A detailed written report is then 
prepared and our team will run through our findings with 
you either in person or on the phone. The assessment is 
an important step in the preparation process. It enables 
us to look at your school choices and advise on which 
might be the right fit. It also allows us to see what areas 
we need to focus on in our preparation and how best to 
design our curriculum for your child.
CHOOSING A SCHOOL IN THE UK
An assessment gives us a great grounding to advise on 
suitable schools for your child. We can also recommend 
good school placement agencies in Hong Kong and 
London to help you make the right choice. We will then 
work with you to ensure your child is prepared for the 
schools you choose.
TAILORED INTERVIEW AND EXAM PREPARATION
British Tutors plans academic programmes to help 
prepare for entrance tests. We recommended starting a 
year and a half in advance and we will guide your child 
through the pre-tests, interviews and exams. 
We teach the core subjects of English, maths and 
science and weave in other possible exam subjects such 
as Latin and French, where required. Using past exam 
papers and insider knowledge from admissions offices, 
our specialist Common Entrance tutors plan and teach 
rigorous one-on-one lessons with a high success rate.
We have tutors in Hong Kong, online tutors from the UK 
and can arrange a residential tutor to work with your 
child anywhere in the world.

REVISION COURSES
We run group revision courses in the core exam subjects 
in our Hong Kong offices. Led by our specialist Common 
Entrance tutors, these courses provide applicants 
with intensive 13+ preparation. We build knowledge 
of topics, familiarise students with the British style of 
answering, develop exam skills and practice working to 
tight time restrictions. Students will come away with a 
plan of how to continue their revision as independent 
learners.
THE SUMMER ACADEMY
The Summer Academy at Sunningdale School is a 
two week boarding summer school for international 
students aged 8-14. High level academic lessons are 
combined with cultural excursions and outdoor activities 
to familiarise students with the UK and boarding school 
life. With quintessentially English surroundings, a high 
staff ratio and an exceptional level of teaching, it is the 
leading UK programme of its kind.
The academy is perfect for students with confirmed 
UK school places or those preparing for 11+ and 13+ 
examinations. We welcome students aged 8-14 from all 
over the world.
Learning objectives:
•  Application of English language skills to academic 

subjects
• Increased independence and lifelong study skills
• Lateral thinking, leadership and teamwork
•  Cultural understanding of the UK and boarding  

school life
•  Practice at sports, arts, drama and public speaking
•  Making new friends from around the world and having 

lots of fun!
For more information and details of the courses on offer 
visit www.thesummeracademy.co.uk


