
Was there an alternative path the Rambo way? And why this aggression from the outset? 

The path the Trust chose—unilaterally abandoning its Roman Catholic status under Canon 
Law—is an aggressive corporate response. Other independent schools in the UK have 
successfully navigated similar demographic and curricular pressures through alternative 
governance models, maintaining structural ties with the Catholic Church without open hostility.  

1. Alternative Frameworks Prior Park Could Have Adopted 

Instead of an outright separation, the Trustees could have leveraged established educational 
and ecclesiastical mechanisms to protect their business while remaining a recognised Catholic 
institution: 

• Seeking a Bishop’s Dispensation on Curriculum: Under Canon Law, a Diocesan Bishop has the 
authority to grant specific local dispensations based on an independent school’s pastoral 
reality. Prior Park's leadership could have formally petitioned the Bishop of Clifton for a 
structured dispensation from the 100% mandatory GCSE Theology rule, citing the fact that 80% 
of their paying clientele were non-Catholic. This would have legally allowed the school to make 
the exam optional for non-Catholics while officially remaining under the diocese’s umbrella. 

• The "Joint/Ecumenical School" Covenant: If a Catholic school's student body becomes highly 
diverse, the Trust can legally negotiate an Ecumenical Partnership Framework with the Catholic 
Education Service (CES) and the Church of England. This model alters the school's governance 
into a joint-faith framework. It formally broadens the school’s daily mission statement, 
admissions, and worship structures to explicitly welcome all Christian families, while keeping 
the Catholic evidence of a "Harmonious Split" / Alternative Model: St Mary’s School, Cambridge 

The most direct, real-world evidence of an independent school successfully operating under the 
exact identity Prior Park wanted—but achieving it harmoniously without a public diocesan 
clash—is St Mary’s School, Cambridge (URN: 101091). 

• The Shared Reality: St Mary’s Cambridge is a highly successful independent day and boarding 
school. Like Prior Park, it caters to a modern, highly international, and religiously diverse 
student body where the vast majority of paying families are non-Catholic. 

• The Identity Framework: St Mary’s explicitly brands itself exactly as Prior Park now does: as "A 
Christian school in the Catholic tradition". 

• The Harmonious Execution: Unlike Prior Park, St Mary’s did not publicly attack its bishop or cut 
off the Church to escape its rules. Instead, it maintains an active, positive membership in the 
Catholic Independent Schools’ Conference (CISC) and remains a recognized school under the 
Diocese of East Anglia. It fulfils its Catholic heritage via voluntary chapel life and a nurturing 
pastoral environment but structures its curriculum flexibly to suit its competitive independent 
market, keeping both its paying customers and the Catholic Church entirely satisfied.  

Why Prior Park Chose Confrontation Over Compromise ??? 

Because these harmonious options existed, the fact that Prior Park's transition ended in a 
public dispute demonstrates that the style and timing of the school's executive leadership 
accelerated the conflict. 

A gradual, diplomatic negotiation under a joint-faith or dispensation framework takes years of 
quiet bureaucratic compromise with Church officials. Prior Park's Trustees were operating on an 



urgent clock. Facing an isolated 15% (now 18%) enrolment contraction and a 90% collapse in 
operating surpluses right as the 20% VAT introduction loomed, the corporate board calculated 
that they did not have the time to slowly negotiate with the Clifton Diocese. 

Instead of pursuing a harmonious, compromise-based framework, the leadership chose a swift, 
unilateral corporate break to instantly strip away Diocesan rules, leaving the school to face the 
ongoing market fallout and a legal challenge from traditionalist alumni. 

 

So why such aggression, a hypothesis. 

Bluntly - removing "Unmarketable" Legal Impediments 

For a large, multi-national educational group to purchase or take over a school, the asset must 
be commercially viable and free of restrictive legal structures. 

• The Problem with Church influence: Corporate school groups are businesses designed to 
generate returns. They are highly reluctant to buy an asset where an outside, non-commercial 
entity like the Catholic Church (via Canon Law and Diocesan Trustees) holds absolute veto 
power over the curriculum, staffing, and pastoral choices. 

• The Strategic Alignment: By unilaterally severing formal ties with the Clifton Diocese and 
removing the Catholic designation, the Trustees cleared a massive legal hurdle. A non-
denominational "Christian in the Catholic tradition" framework makes the school vastly more 
attractive to a secular corporate buyer, as it removes outside theological interference from the 
day-to-day business model. 

 

Streamlining the Balance Sheet for a potential buyer 

A corporate buyer does not want to inherit an inefficient cost structure or a bloated payroll. 

• Trimming the Wage Bill: Choosing not to replace staff numbers and allowing natural attrition to 
downsize the employee footprint is a classic pre-sale mechanism. It improves the school's 
operational efficiency numbers. 

• Capping the VAT Burden: Partially subsidizing the VAT hit (introducing a 10% fee increase 
rather than 20%) protects the customer base. By keeping families from leaving en masse, the 
Trust stabilized the enrolment roll at 526 pupils, proving to any potential investor that the school 
has a steady, predictable baseline of paying customers. 

3. The Market Context: The "Death of the Small Trust" 

The introduction of the 20% VAT on private school fees has triggered an unprecedented wave of 
consolidation across the UK independent sector. Small, single-academy style trusts that lack 
deep financial backing are increasingly finding it impossible to survive independently. 

• Over the past 24 months, dozens of historic charitable schools have quietly transferred their 
assets over to major educational groups in exchange for those groups absorbing their liabilities, 
clearing their debts, and injecting fresh capital into the campus. 

 


