Two historic Welsh private schools to close by 2025 amid rising costs and falling enrolment
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The unexpected announcement regarding the closure of two prestigious private schools in Wales has reverberated through the community, eliciting a mixture of shock and sorrow among students, parents, and educators alike. Oakleigh House and St Clare's School, both of which have long histories—over a century and 85 years respectively—are set to close their doors by December 2025, as economic pressures and demographic shifts take a toll on their viability.
Cognita, the organisation managing these institutions, identified a confluence of factors leading to this decision. Increased costs due to the recent imposition of VAT on school fees and higher National Insurance contributions were highlighted as significant burdens. Cognita stated that the financial realities for independent education in the current economic landscape have rendered St Clare's and Oakleigh House unsustainable. The implications of these financial pressures have been felt across the sector, with many schools experiencing similar challenges. For instance, another Cognita-managed institution, Oxford House School in Colchester, also announced considerations for closure due to declining pupil numbers and demographic shifts.
Local leaders have expressed concern about the impact these closures will have on the community. Porthcawl’s Mayor, Jeff Perren, described the situation as a “blow to the town and community,” emphasising the significant role such institutions play, not just in education but as community hubs. He warned that the loss of St Clare's could fundamentally change the educational landscape of the area, which has already seen a decline in independent schooling options, a fate echoed in various communities across Wales where small schools have been shut or amalgamated. In the last five years, 58 small schools in Wales with under 100 pupils have closed, raising alarms from local education advocates about the effects on community cohesion.
The closures also reflect broader educational trends seen nationally. According to the Independent Schools Council, there has been a 4.6% drop in Year 7 enrolments in the UK, attributed largely to falling birth rates and rising operational costs, which have made it difficult for private schools—particularly day schools—to attract and retain students. Paul Norton, director of the Welsh Independent Schools Council, articulated the situation succinctly, identifying government policies as contributors to the declining numbers. He argued that VAT and National Insurance configurations do not account for the unique contributions of small independent schools, which often serve local populations not suited to mainstream state provisions.
Despite the gloom surrounding the impending closures, there are hints at potential solutions within the local education framework. Ffynone House School in Swansea, another private institution, has indicated its willingness to absorb some of the displaced students from St Clare’s and Oakleigh House. Ffynone’s trustees have even contemplated reinstating a primary school provision, showcasing a commitment to maintaining educational choices for local families amid growing uncertainty.
The situation at St Clare’s and Oakleigh House is emblematic of larger systemic issues faced by independent schools in Wales. These institutions, which often provide vital services to working families, such as extended care, are now navigating a shifting landscape defined by economic challenges and demographic changes. As these schools face closure, concerns about educational choice, community stability, and the future of small independent educational models become increasingly pronounced.
As the closures draw nearer, the repercussions are set to ripple beyond just educational outcomes; they will touch upon economic stability and community identity. With local maintained schools facing the prospect of absorbing additional pupils, the pressure will mount on these institutions to expand their capacities and resources—an already daunting task given current funding and staffing challenges.
In closing, the narrative surrounding the closures of Oakleigh House and St Clare's School serves as a poignant reminder of the vulnerabilities within the educational landscape of Wales. The intersection of policy decisions, economic realities, and community needs will continue to shape discussions around the viability and value of independent schools in the years to come.
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