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 The Campaign for Education in Brighton and Hove. 

Is there an alternative to a new free school in Brighton & Hove? 

The announcement that the City Council has asked UBAT (a brand new Academies Trust 
set up by, but distinct from, the University of Brighton) to open a free school in the city has 
been controversial. Questions have been asked about the choice of UBAT as a sponsor 
(rather than one of the academy sponsors already working successfully in the city) and why 
a letter of support for UBAT, signed by leading Councillors, was sent to UBAT over a month 
before the Council’s Policy & Resources Committee discussed the options for creating more 
school places. Teachers and parents have been concerned at the lack of public consultation 
over the best way to provide more school places and over the potential impact of a new free 
school, operating outside the Council’s school planning arrangements, on existing schools 
and academies within the city. Others have said that the only way that more school places 
can be created for the city is through the opening of a free school. What are the facts? 

There is no disagreement that the city needs more places but the City Council’s estimate of 
the number seems uncertain. The Council’s School Organisation Plan 2013 - 2017 admits to 
‘uncertainty about the proportion of children that will transfer to the maintained sector ... and 
the mobility of secondary age pupils’ and that additional places won’t be needed until 2018 
or 2019. Nevertheless, it suggests the additional number of places will be between 70 and 
150 per secondary year group (and since there are five years in the secondary phase this 
equates to between 350 and 750 places overall). But to the higher figure the Council then 
adds another150 places per year (for ‘flexibility’) doubling the maximum figure to 1500! Is 
the projected additional demand for 350, 750 or 1500 additional places and will this 
additional demand materialise in 2018 or 2019? The answers to these questions make a 
difference to the type and location of any additional school places needed in the city. 

The table, below, shows that the city’s secondary schools and academies vary greatly in size 
(from less than 600 to more than 2200 pupils) and that some have unused capacity. It also 
appears that, according to Ofsted*, the more successful schools tend to be the larger ones.  

School Capacity 
(Council fig) 

Secondary 
Places 2014-15 

Sixth Form 
Places 2014-15 

Total % 5 GCSEs A*-C 
inc maths/Eng 

Ofsted Grade 

A  1765 1492 178 1670 60% Good 

BBACA 1680**  (1080) 500 51 551 29% Requires Improvement 

Cardinal  2213 1779 452 2231 62% Good 

D 1650 1644 0 1644 65% Good 

E P 1500 1422 214 1636 61% Good 

F ill 1200 1134 0 1134 50% Requires Improvement 

G a 1035 1027 0 1027 47% Good 

H  685 591 88 679 51% Requires Improvement 

I V 1350 1338 0 1338 49% Good 

TOTAL 13078** (12478) 10927 983 11910   

Sources: http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/ ; http://www.theargus.co.uk/li/secondary_schools.compare.Brighton/ ; https://www.gov.uk/16-to-
19-education-funding-allocations ;  http://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/content/children-and-education/secondary-admissions-
booklet/secondary-schools ; https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dedicated-schools-grant-dsg-2015-to-2016 
 
* NB: The Campaign believes that the use of Ofsted and GCSE scores is not the only or even best way to compare schools. 
** This figure comes from the Council’s website (http://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/content/children-and-education/secondary-
admissions-booklet/secondary-schools) but is believed to be an error and that the capacity of this school is closer to 1000. 

The Council’s Plan suggests existing schools and academies will develop an additional 
capacity of 85 per year (425 total) by 2015 with spare capacity until at least 2018 and with 
some also having plans to develop their capacity further. Although existing schools cannot 
go on expanding forever, it appears that if the number of additional places is closer to 350 or 
even 750 it is possible that the additional demand could be met through the unused and 
growing capacity in existing schools and the improvement and expansion of smaller schools.  
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The Council’s School Organisation Plan 2013 - 2017 accepts that there are options, other 
than a free school, to meet the additional demand for places including the creation of 
satellite establishments forming part of existing schools. The Council’s Head of Education 
Planning & Contracts was quoted in a Local Government Association publication saying: “By 
2018 we will need an extra 300 places per year group, which equates to a large secondary 
school. ...  One solution ...  could be to develop satellite sites, in a similar way to the primary 
annexes’. Importantly, in its guidance to Councils, the Department for Education is content 
for Councils to expand school provision ‘onto an additional site (‘satellite schools’/split site 
schools)’. Examples of this type of solution can be found across the country. For example, 
here and here as well as in Brighton & Hove. It appears that Government would not prevent 
the Council expanding existing schools, as an alternative to a new school, by creating 
satellite sites to existing schools on sites in the city where they were most needed. 

Obviously, the provision of any new places needs to follow the demand. The Council’s Plan 
predicts that the additional demand will be across the city but largely in the catchment areas 
for Blatchington Mill, Hove Park, Dorothy Stringer and Varndean. Meanwhile, the Council 
anticipates major housing development in Toads Hole Valley (to the north west of the city). 
This suggests that the city might be better providing additional places in a number of 
locations across the city rather than opening a single new school (whatever its status). A 
single site new school would require some pupils, at least, to travel across the city to the 
new school and/or existing catchment areas to be re drawn (with some becoming more 
restrictive) to ensure that the additional demand in the existing Blatchington Mill, Hove Park, 
Dorothy Stringer and Varndean catchment areas was re directed elsewhere in the city. 

Whatever the solution to the problem the city faces it will not be an easy one. That is why the 
chosen solution needs to be based on a detailed analysis of all the options, and their impact 
on existing schools in the city, together with a public consultation. This hasn’t happened. The 
paper to the Council’s Policy & Resources Committee admits ‘no consultation has been 
carried out’ and ‘no Equalities Impact Assessment has been carried out’.  
 
By asking UBAT to make the proposal (rather than the Council making it) the Council has 
avoided the requirement to ‘undertake an assessment of the impact of the [free school] 
proposal, both on existing educational institutions locally and in terms of impact on particular 
groups of pupils from an equalities perspective. This is to enable the Secretary of State to 
meet her duties under section 9 of the Academies Act 2010 and under section 149 of the 
Equality Act 2010’. When a very much smaller free school in Hove was proposed the impact 
analysis found that the new school would ‘affect the short to mid term financial viability’ of 
one secondary school in the city and ‘may affect the long term financial viability’ of two more 
secondary schools and the two sixth form colleges in the city. The new free school now 
being proposed is very much bigger than the free school in Hove yet no impact analysis has 
been carried out. Why not? The absence of an analysis of the impact of a new free school 
on the existing school and academies in the city seems very risky if not a dereliction. 
 
Few doubt that the city needs more secondary places but there are other, viable and legally 
acceptable alternatives to the proposal for a free school. The absence of a case that 
demonstrates unequivocally that a free school is a far better option than all the other options 
is worrying. As worrying is the absence of an analysis of the impact of a new free school on 
existing home to school travel, catchment areas and the financial viability of existing schools.  
 
Free schools are not popular. They’ve been criticised by teachers, parents, governors, the 
Public Accounts Committee, academics and Labour, Lib Dem and Green politicians. They 
are outside local democratic accountability, a number have spectacularly collapsed and 
research suggests they can be divisive. Brighton & Hove may still have to accept one but, if 
so, the city needs to see a far better case for a free school than the one it’s seen so far and 
the city ought to be given the opportunity to put some caveats on its creation and operation. 
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