London faces pupil decline crisis as inner boroughs experience sharpest drops in primary school numbers
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Nine of the 10 local authorities experiencing the sharpest declines in primary school pupil numbers across England are located in London, with some areas enduring nearly 16% drops in just five years. The Education Policy Institute (EPI) analysis reveals that Westminster tops this list, followed closely by boroughs such as Lambeth, Southwark, Hackney, Camden, and Islington. While nationwide primary pupil numbers have fallen by 150,000 since 2019 and are predicted to shrink by an additional 400,000 by the end of the decade, London’s decline outpaces the rest of the country markedly, highlighting a crisis in the capital's education sector.
The steep fall in London’s pupil rolls cannot be attributed solely to declining birth rates, although these do play a significant role. The capital has seen a 17% drop in birth rates from 2012 to 2021, but this demographic shift is compounded by broader socio-economic factors. Families are increasingly relocating from London due to high housing costs, cost of living pressures, and regional variances in school provision and quality. The EPI notes that over recent years approximately 20% of primary pupils entering reception in London have left the city by Year 6, and many more move within London or leave the state education system altogether. This outflow has particularly benefited local authorities in the East of England and the South East, which have recorded the largest influxes of pupils migrating from London.
The implications for schools facing shrinking enrolments are severe. Schools in London are funded on a per-pupil basis, and falling rolls translate directly into financial strain. This pressure threatens the long-term viability of numerous primary schools, with Southwark alone having seen six school closures amid a more than 12% drop in pupil numbers. Experts warn that a continuation of these trends could force more closures or mergers, further disrupting communities. Paul Whiteman, general secretary at the school leaders’ union NAHT, urges the government to maintain or increase investment to allow schools to sustain staffing and resources. He advocates that continued funding could enable schools to improve special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) inclusion, reduce class sizes, and tackle staff workload concerns.
Analyses from several sources, including the Evening Standard and The Guardian, underline a multifaceted crisis. Contributing factors include Brexit-related family relocations, the Covid-19 pandemic’s urban exodus, and the high cost of housing in central London boroughs. For instance, data from 2021/22 indicate a net loss of 12,000 pupils in London’s primary and secondary schools combined, as 50,000 children left the city’s education system while fewer than 38,000 joined. Boroughs such as Southwark, Camden, and Westminster face drops exceeding 10%, with the decline in reception pupils in many inner London boroughs expected to continue sharply through at least 2027-28.
Government responses include schemes to repurpose underutilised school spaces to support early years provision, helping address the mismatch between demand and capacity. Recent initiatives have allocated significant funding—some £37 million—to transform spare school space into nurseries, creating thousands of childcare places in London primary schools. According to a Department for Education spokesperson, per-pupil funding nationally is at record levels, with allocations projected to reach £69.5 billion by 2028-29. Nonetheless, concerns remain that the current per-pupil funding model may not adequately support schools navigating dramatic roll fluctuations, as reflected in calls from former Education Secretary Damian Hinds for reconsidering this funding approach in light of declining enrolments.
In sum, the long-term sustainability of London’s primary school system hinges on policymakers’ ability to adapt to demographic and socio-economic shifts. Strategies must be data-driven, flexible, and sufficiently funded to manage the complexities of pupil migration, economic pressures on families, and the resultant impact on education infrastructure. Failure to act risks deepening inequalities and disrupting access to quality education for London’s young learners.
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