London's primary school pupil numbers face steepest decline in decades
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London is facing a significant decline in primary school pupil numbers, with nine out of the ten local authorities experiencing the largest falls located within the capital, according to an in-depth analysis by the Education Policy Institute (EPI). Over the past five years, this trend has been particularly marked in Westminster, Lambeth, Southwark, and other central boroughs, where pupil numbers have dropped by more than 10%, with Westminster alone seeing a near 16% decrease. This decline is expected to continue at a steep rate over the next five years, with the capital's primary school rolls predicted to shrink by about 52,000 pupils by 2028—double the national average.
The EPI points out that while falling birth rates are a major factor, they alone do not fully explain the sharp decline in London's pupil population. Broader societal factors such as the rising cost of living, housing pressures, and regional disparities in schooling quality and provision are influencing where young families choose to live. Research shows a substantial movement of pupils both within London and out of the capital altogether, with local authorities in the East of England and South East England seeing an influx of children departing from London schools. Notably, around 20% of pupils who started reception in London in 2017/18 had left the city by Year 6, up from 17% in 2012/13.
The financial implications for schools are considerable. Schools in England are financed on a per-pupil basis, meaning falling rolls translate directly into reduced funding and threaten the long-term viability of many institutions. The number of primary schools in areas like Southwark has already declined, with notable school closures in recent years. Smaller schools are particularly vulnerable, as underscored by Paul Whiteman, general secretary of the NAHT school leaders’ union, who advocates instead for sustained investment in staffing and resources to support smaller class sizes, enhanced Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) inclusion, and reduced workload burdens on teachers.
Broader demographic shifts compound the issue: a notable population bulge currently moving through the education system is swelling secondary school numbers, but this is not projected to reverse the downward trend in primary schools, which are expected to continue contracting until at least 2028. London Councils confirms these patterns in a report forecasting nearly 8,000 fewer places needed in reception and Year 7 across the capital by 2027/28, with a 4.4% decrease expected in reception places and a 4.3% decline in Year 7 entries.
The government has responded with funding initiatives to mitigate some of these challenges, including repurposing unused school space to create additional childcare places, with £37 million allocated to 300 primary schools to support nursery rollouts. The Department for Education states that per-pupil funding is at record levels, with an expected rise to £69.5 billion by 2028-29, aiming to provide schools with financial certainty amid changing enrolment patterns.
Nonetheless, there is growing debate about the sustainability of the current per-pupil funding model. Former education secretary Damian Hinds has called for school funding to move beyond this basis, arguing that the approach no longer accurately reflects educational demands or funding needs as pupil rolls decline. This viewpoint mirrors wider concerns expressed by education bodies about the financial pressures schools face amidst demographic changes, particularly in inner London. The need for data-driven, strategic responses to adapt school provision and funding models is increasingly urgent to safeguard the educational landscape for London’s children in a rapidly evolving context.
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