
Challenges for UK religious schools 
Education holds a central place in Catholic life in the UK. Many parishes across the country have a Catholic
primary or secondary school in their midst. However, the political and regulatory framework has made the
establishment of new schools more difficult over recent years. Emily Towner looks at recent initiatives and
assesses their likely impact on Catholic education. 

There have been marked shifts and contradictions over the past
few years in the government’s attitude towards religious
schools and, in particular, new religious schools. On the one
hand, there was the welcome news that the Conservatives
intended to remove the admissions cap for new religious Free
Schools in the September 2016 Green Paper Schools that work
for Everyone and in the Conservative Party Manifesto of 2017.
On the other hand, the new Head of Ofsted has expressed her
caution towards religious schools. The two different views have
created uncertainty, but create both opportunities and chal-
lenges for the Catholic Church within the realm of education.

A Green Paper
The Catholic Church has been blocked from setting up new
Free Schools because of the 50% cap on Catholic pupils. The
current position is that any new religious Free School must limit
the number of pupils selected on the basis of their faith to 50%
of their intake. A move towards lifting the admissions cap for
new religious Free Schools was set out in the September 2016
Green Paper. This was welcomed by religious authorities and
especially by the Catholic Education Service and the Chief
Rabbi. In the light of the proposed change, plans were set in
motion by various dioceses: the Catholic Church alone was to
set up over 40 new Catholic Free Schools. 

Yet 2017 was characterised by silence in relation to the admis-
sions cap policy and there were no signs of implementing any
changes. In fact, it was notable that no capital was allocated
to the Free Schools programme. The money was, instead,
diverted to reserves and the national funding formula. 2018
saw continued silence about the cap on admissions even
though Damien Hind, the new education minister, indicated
that he wanted the policy to change. The move towards abol-
ishing the cap seems to have stalled.  

Furthermore, January 2017 greeted a new Head of Ofsted,
Amanda Spielman, who is “uncomfortable” with religious
schools and is against the 100% selection criteria, believing
that it leads to increased segregation in society. This makes it
ever more unlikely that the Catholic Education Service and
Chief Rabbi will be given what they hope for.  

The cap on admissions is not a legal requirement for new reli-
gious Free Schools: it is a matter of policy.  As a policy deci-
sion, it does not need legislation to remove it, nor much exer-
tion to achieve it. However, such a move would open the gates
to a number of new Catholic Free Schools which are sorely
needed to cater for, not least, the increased numbers of Polish
and other Eastern Europeans living in the UK. 

This fact was highlighted in June 2017 by the Bishop of East
Anglia in his plea to MPs to write to the Secretary of State to
stand by the original proposal. However, whether the

Department for Education will have the appetite to remove the
cap in light of Amanda Spielman’s comments is doubtful.

Voluntary Aided schools
There has been an interesting development recently as the DfE
has launched a capital grant fund to support building works
for new Voluntary Aided schools. This is an alternative route to
creating new religious schools for those who cannot engage
with the Free School programme (i.e. Catholic, Muslim and
Jewish schools) as Voluntary Aided schools are not subject to
an admissions cap. To submit a successful grant application,
there is a requirement that promoters must provide the site free
of charge and, in most cases, 10% of the funding is required
from the proposers/trustees. This is a major step forward.

The biggest barrier between new Voluntary Aided schools and
the Catholic Church has been lack of LA funding to support a
new school. This grant fund removes that block and will help
Dioceses to engage with LAs. This seems to be a compromise
position taken up by the Department for Education, making a
move to support new religious schools in line with the
Conservative manifesto promise while recognising the discom-
fort that some have expressed over removing the cap on reli-
gious admissions for Free Schools. Whatever the politics
behind the position, it is a helpful move and should allow dio-
ceses to move to create new Catholic schools where the need
is pressing.

Unease
Despite the new grant fund, Ofsted’s discomfort remains and
one wonders whether its uneasiness with religious schools will
filter downwards and come to influence Ofsted inspections,
creating further challenges for religious schools. With a chief
inspector who thinks that religious schools create segregation
and potentially “close minds and narrow opportunity” one
wonders whether religious schools will see more challenges
from inspectors with regard to proving their openness to the
wider community and their incorporation of British values.  

Would it be sensible and strategic for religious schools to pre-
pare to demonstrate tolerance and understanding of other
faiths as well as an openness to – and integration with – 21st
century England as part of their Ofsted-ready attitude? Since,
as the old adage reminds us, prevention is better than cure, it
may be very prudent!
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Guidance and criteria for establishing a new VA school can be
found at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/voluntary-
aided-schools-capital-scheme 4


