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SUBJECT: PRIMARY SCHOOL PLACES DEMOGRAPHIC UPDATE
1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.1 This report updates Schools Forum on the demographic projections for primary 

age pupils in Wirral.
2.0 Introduction
2.1 There are four elements in looking to plan future primary school requirements 

across Wirral.  These are, firstly, the numbers of children expected to enter 
school over the next five years; secondly the capacity of the current stock of 
primary schools, individually and in areas, thirdly the impact of school size on 
standards, and finally a series of factors with implications for place provision.  
These include developments within the Education System: for example, those 
arising from legislational changes, the impact of the Academy/Free School 
programme, availability of capital funding and the need for diversity in school 
provision, the duty to respond to parental preference, and external factors 
which impact on school numbers; for example, new housing developments.

2.1 School place planning must take account of patterns of parental preference, 
reflect the challenges of maintaining small schools in an urban area and 
contribute to the wider standards agenda through the more efficient use of 
resources.

2.2 The Council previously undertook a rolling phased programme of area reviews 
for primary and secondary schools based on the small planning areas set out in 
the former School Organisation Plan. The most recent of these involving 
primary schools (Phase 6) was in 2011. At this point the phased review 
programme was put on hold.

2.3 To date the Borough-wide phased primary school review process has 
generated and redistributed over £0.75 million of revenue savings into schools 
following closures and amalgamations.

3.0 PROJECTIONS
3.1 The projection method for primary schools is as follows. In order to calculate 

the Foundation 2 intake for each future year, the actual number of live births 
within the Wirral area is provided by the Primary Care Trust. This is multiplied 
by a factor (currently 103.7) to reflect a historical difference between live births 
and the number of pupils entering maintained schools. 
Individual school Foundation 2 intakes are then based on the previous three 
years pattern of Foundation 2 intake figures. Years 1 to 5 are simply rolled 
forward. 



Year Primary Change
2009 23899 -150
2010 23903 +4
2011 23961 +58
2012 24260 +299
2013 24561 +301
2014 24976 +415
2015 25265 +289
2016 25600 +335
2017 26010 +410
2018 25883 -127
2019* 25930 +47

2020 25953 +23
2021 25853 -100
2022 25640 -213
2023 25466 -174

ACTUAL

PROJECTED

2024 25150 -316
The numbers set out above are for primary age pupils in mainstream schools, e.g. not including nursery age pupils, pupils in 
special schools or independent school provision. Actuals are as at the January Census*. Academies are included in all years 
including backdated data for Birkenhead High School Academy (BHSA) Junior Division where relevant. *October Census 2018 
as proxy for January Census 2019.

3.2 A long-term falling primary school roll across Wirral lasted until 2009. This has 
been followed by a partial recovery in numbers which is likely to continue until 
2021, when the primary roll is expected to fall once again. 

3.3 This trend tallies with the Office for National Statistics population projections 
which indicate a fall in the primary age groups to 2023 and beyond.

Population (thousands)
Age 2018 2023 2028 2033 2038 % change 2018 to 

2038
0-4 18.4 17.7 17.2 16.6 16.6 -9.8
5-9 19.8 19.3 18.7 18.1 17.6 -11.1
Resident population projections by age group (person), Wirral, mid-2018 to mid-2038. Office for 
National Statistics.

3.4 Demographic changes are not evenly distributed between areas, or between 
individual schools within areas. The table below shows primary numbers on roll 
at January 2009, January 2019, and projected to 2024 by area.

2009 2019 2024 % Change 
2009 to 

2019

% Change 
2009 to 

2024
Birkenhead 6574 7239 7120 +9% +8%
Wallasey 6284 7081 6941 +13% +11%
South Wirral 4758 5111 4987 +7% +5%
West Wirral 6283 6499 6102 +3% -3%

3.5 Pupils who will attend Wirral primary schools over the next five years have 
already either been born or attend Wirral primary schools. Migration is 
minimal, and while individual school rolls may vary, it seems reasonable to 
conclude that by 2024 around 1,250 more pupils will require primary 



mainstream school provision than in 2009, spread across Wirral. This is 
however, 780 pupils fewer than the current academic year.

3.6 This information must be set against the actual capacity of schools in Wirral, 
as there are already a significant proportion of vacant “surplus” places in 
schools. The below table shows the current capacity of schools against the 
projected roll for each area.

2024 roll Capacity % Surplus
Birkenhead 7120 8222 16%
Wallasey 6941 7805 12%
South Wirral 4987 5495 9%
West Wirral 6102 6802 12%

3.7 The Authority aims to reduce surplus places below the Audit Commission 
guideline of 10% above which resources are being wasted funding empty 
places, ideally aiming for between 4% and 5% to allow for maximum 
efficiency and a degree of parental choice.

3.8 For primary planning purposes, Wirral is divided into small planning areas 
reflecting the geography and the communities served by schools. Faith 
schools may serve a wider area than the planning area in which they are 
located. The area by area projections showing which schools are in each 
planning area are provided as Appendix 1.

4.0 Discussion 
4.1 The Primary Places Review identified a number of key characteristics. These 

included overall surplus places above 10% across a planning area; the issue 
of “small schools” (fewer than 120 pupils); individual schools within an area 
with more than 25% surplus places; or conversely, below 4% surplus places 
across an area.
The following table summarises these characteristics by planning area, as 
projected to 2024.

Area % 
surplus 
>10%

Schools 
with <120 
pupils

Schools 
with 
surplus 
>25%

% 
surplus 
<4%

Noctorum Yes 1 1

Beechwood No None None

North Birkenhead No None 2

Central Birkenhead Yes None 2

South Birkenhead Yes None 1
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Prenton No None None Yes*



South Wallasey Yes 1 2

North Wallasey No None None Yes

Leasowe Yes 1 1W
al
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se
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Moreton Yes 1 1

Bromborough Yes 1 2

Bebington No None None

Thornton Hough No None None Yes*
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Spital No None None Yes*

West Kirby Yes None 1

Hoylake/Meols Yes None 1

Greasby No None None Yes

Pensby/Thingwall Yes None 1

Heswall Yes None None

Upton Yes None None
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Woodchurch Yes None None

*Yes – only one school in planning area which is projected to be full or nearly full in 2024. 

Impact of housing growth
4.2 For projection purposes, the Audit Commission formula of 4 pupils per year 

group, per 100 homes, is used to generate future pupil numbers from any 
development. The number per year group is far lower for flats and retirement 
housing than for family homes. 

4.3 The Office for National Statistics (ONS) has recently published new data 
indicating that Wirral will require 7,155 new homes by 2035 (approx. 488 per 
annum), which is a significant reduction from the original figure of 12,000 new 
homes derived from the Government’s national formula. The Council is 
lobbying to use the new target in the upcoming revision of the Wirral Local 
Plan.
Areas with key characteristics – brief comments

4.4 Noctorum
St Peter’s Catholic Primary School (Noctorum) is already small at 115 pupils 
with high surplus places, and this is not projected to improve by 2024. 
St Paul’s Catholic Primary School in the neighbouring Beechwood planning 
area, is currently a small school (85 pupils), is projected to grow in size over 
the next 5 years, but only to approximately 133 pupils, which remains 
relatively small. 



A proposal to close St Paul’s Catholic Primary School in an early phase of the 
Primary Places Review was objected to by the Catholic Diocese and 
ultimately rejected by the Schools Adjudicator.
However, given the position of nearby St Peter’s Catholic Primary School in 
Noctorum, and Holy Cross Catholic Primary School in North Birkenhead (see 
below) in terms of size and viability this issue may need to be revisited. 

4.5 South Wallasey
The small school in this area is Kingsway Primary School, currently at 107 
pupils with a small projected increase by 2024. This school, along with St 
Joseph’s Catholic Primary School (Wallasey), also has high levels of surplus 
places; Riverside Primary School is projected to have more than 20% surplus 
in 5 years time. The re-organisation of this planning area was put on hold in  
2011 due to uncertainty about the incipient Wirral Waters scheme. There is a 
standing Cabinet item to reconsider primary schools in the South Wallasey 
planning area, however re-organisation in this area would require a new 
consultation due to the length of time since the original review.
This area experiences parental preference drift, whereby parents often prefer 
to send their children to schools in the North Wallasey area, increasing 
pressure on those schools.
The Wirral Waters scheme as currently published indicates that there will be a 
maximum of 13,521 new dwellings, accommodating up to 30,000 residents 
over the 30 year life span of the project.  The first residential phase, 
comprising 500 one and two bedroom apartments, was granted planning 
permission in December 2018.
Assuming a similar occupier profile to the already completed East Float Quay, 
the 13,521 dwellings could be expected to generate between 3 and 6 resident 
pupils per year group, which equates to 21 to 42 primary age pupils each year 
across the full age range.
On the basis of 3 to 6 “new” pupils entering Foundation 2 every year from 
2020 onwards, and at maximum all of those pupils were to exclusively attend 
South Wallasey primary schools, there are more than sufficient vacant F2 
places in South Wallasey primary schools to absorb the projected children 
generated by the Wirral Waters development for at least the next 6 to 12 
years. 

4.6 Leasowe and Moreton
The small schools in these planning areas are Castleway Primary School and 
Sandbrook Primary School. Both also have high levels of surplus places.

4.7 Bromborough
The school projected to be “small” by 2024 is Millfields CE Primary School 
which is currently operating at 146 pupils. This school, along with Woodslee 
Primary School, is also expected to have high levels of surplus places in 5 
years time.
Significant housing impact in this area will be generated by the former Acre 
Lane site. Planning permission was granted in December 2018 for 217 
dwellings, generating an estimated 9-10 pupils per year group. There is 
sufficient capacity to absorb these pupils within the existing surplus places in 
local primary schools. 



4.8 Central Birkenhead
Two schools in this area are projected to have high levels of surplus places: 
Christ Church CE Primary (Birkenhead) and St Joseph’s Catholic Primary 
School (Birkenhead). 
St Joseph’s has recently converted to Academy status. 

4.9 South Birkenhead
Rock Ferry Primary School is projected to have high levels of surplus places. 
This can be managed, if necessary, through redesignation of accommodation 
within the building. 

4.10 Hoylake and Meols
There are only two schools in this planning area, one of which has historically 
been oversubscribed at intake. Surplus places at the other school allow the 
Authority to provide school places within a reasonable travel distance for 
parents moving into the local area.

4.11 West Kirby
Black Horse Hill Infant School is projected to have high levels of surplus in 5 
years time. The governing bodies of the Infant and Junior schools discussed 
amalgamation in 2013 but decided not to proceed at that time.

4.12 North Birkenhead
One of the schools in this area projected to have high surplus places is Holy 
Cross Catholic Primary School. It is also a relatively small school (131 
currently on roll). The building has already been substantially remodelled to 
reduce the capacity to 210 places. 
There may be a wider issue relating to parental preference for Catholic 
primary education in Birkenhead which would require further investigation and 
potential discussions with the Diocese.
The Co-Operative Academy at Portland is also projected to have high levels 
of surplus places in 2024.

4.13 Pensby and Thingwall
Ladymount Catholic Primary School is projected to have high levels of surplus 
places in five years time. Overall the accommodation meets demand and 
allows for some parental preference and in-year movement.

4.14 Heswall
The school with the highest surplus places (although not exceeding 25%) is 
St Peter’s CE Primary (Heswall). This school is known to experience 
fluctuations in intake related to their associated pre-school. The Heswall area 
is not of serious concern overall.

4.15 Woodchurch
The housing development at Upton Pines (Arrowe Park Road) is within the 
catchment zone for Fender Primary School in the Woodchurch planning area. 
There is sufficient capacity in this area to accommodate the expected quantity 
of pupils generated by this development.



4.16 Upton
None of the schools in this area are expected to have high levels of surplus 
places in 5 years time. The accommodation meets demand and allows for 
some in-year movement.

4.17 North Wallasey
Schools in this area are generally popular, including the drift upwards from 
South Wallasey mentioned earlier. St George’s Primary School and New 
Brighton Primary School have recently increased their admission numbers to 
help accommodate additional pupils.  
There is little else that could be considered at this time due to confined sites 
and funding options.

4.18 Greasby
All the schools in this area operate at the Infant Class Size limit. Greasby 
Junior School has recently reduced the admission number to 60 to match the 
Infant School, but will still be obliged to admit pupils above this number if they 
move into the catchment zone during Key Stage 2, as well as the usual 
exceptional cases. This allows some flexibility in Key Stage 2. Although Key 
Stage 1 can be a concern in terms of in year transfers, there are other 
schools within a reasonable distance with places available.

5.0    Summary
5.1 Demographic data indicates that the primary school population which had 

been rising since 2009 is expected to begin falling once again from 2021. 
There are currently expected to be 780 fewer primary age pupils across Wirral 
in five years time.

5.2 Children and young people should attend educational settings that are viable, 
inclusive and cost effective. Certain schools are projected to become or 
remain “small schools”, whilst these and others will operate with high levels of 
surplus places. 

5.3 The removal of surplus places and school rationalisation leads to revenue 
savings to be redistributed between remaining schools, as evidenced by the 
prior phased Primary Places Review. Failure to address these issues results 
in a high risk of wasted resources and spending less directly on children’s 
education.

5.4 New housing is taken into account when projecting future pupil places. The 
impact of certain large scale housing developments is provided.
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APPENDICES
Demographic projections by primary small planning area
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