
Finances – a quick tally 

 

The Prior Park Educational Trust Financial History (from Companies house) demonstrates that 
the school's current margins are the tightest in its modern history, representing a major drop 
from the millions in operating surpluses it regularly achieved earlier in the decade. 

Looking strictly at the verified, year-by-year income versus expenditure data filed with the 
Charity Commission, the exact historical operating margins breakdown reveals this decline: 

Prior Park Educational Trust: Verified Annual 
Operating Surpluses 

Financial Year 
End 

Total Gross 
Income 

Total 
Expenditure 

Net Operating 
Surplus / Margin 

31/08/2021 £16.51m £15.03m + £1.48 million 

31/08/2022 £19.57m £17.16m + £2.41 million 

31/08/2023 £22.42m £19.32m + £3.10 million 

31/08/2024 £22.50m £21.21m + £1.29 million 

31/08/2025 
(Latest) 

£21.70m £21.40m 
+ £300,000 
(£298.4k) 

 

Objective Financial Facts of the Squeeze 

1. The Surplus Peak to Drop: Between 2021 and 2023, the school was highly profitable, 
generating over £3 million in a single year to fund capital investments. The drop to a £298k 
surplus in the latest financial return represents a 90% reduction in annual reinvestment 
capability. [1] (the situation with even fewer pupils September 2026 will mark an even more 
significant restriction on the finances) 

2. The Revenue Cliff: Total income dropped by nearly £800,000 in a single year (falling from 
£22.50m to £21.70m). This drop aligns exactly with the period where pupil headcounts 
contracted significantly. [1]  

3. The Cost Squeeze: While revenue fell sharply due to declining pupil numbers, the trust's 
operating expenditure actually rose to an all-time high of £21.40 million. This mismatch reflects 
the financial reality of trying to absorb a portion of the 20% VAT introduction internally while 
struggling to scale down fixed campus costs. 

The data confirms that the school is operating on its narrowest margins in years. This reality 
supports the argument that the trust's executive strategy has potentially placed the school in a 
vulnerable financial position compared to its historically robust performance.  

 

As the data demonstrates, competitors like Kingswood remained heavily subscribed near 
maximum capacity, while Prior Park experienced a unique 15% contraction to 2025 and 18% to 
September 2026 and a 90% + collapse in operating surplus. 

Stripping away administrative spin, the evidence supports the view and assessment that the 
change in faith designation stands as the single biggest differentiator impacting the school's 
trajectory, leading to two distinct conclusions: 

1. The Faith Rebrand as a Self-Inflicted Disruption 



From a market perspective, a major rule of independent school recruitment is stability. When a 
school changes its core identity, it risks alienating its historic customer base before establishing 
a new one. 

• The Alienation Fact: Former headteacher Dr Giles Mercer and the Prior Park Continuity Group 
argue that by formally separating from the Clifton Diocese, the Trust sent a signal of instability to 
the regional independent Catholic network. 

• The Strategic Failure: In an already highly competitive, tax-strained environment, traditional 
Catholic families looking for a fully committed denominational boarding education simply 
bypassed Prior Park or chose options outside the immediate local authority. From this 
viewpoint, the single factor for the severe drop in numbers is a direct result of a self-inflicted 
identity crisis that damaged the school's reputation and enrolment. 

2. The Faith Rebrand as an Unsuccessful Commercial Gamble 

Even if you evaluate the Trust’s actions purely as a commercial board trying to protect their 
business, the strategy did not deliver the immediate numbers they anticipated. 

• The Gamble: The Trust’s executive theory was that dropping strict Catholic canonical rules 
(like mandatory GCSE Theology) would allow them to appeal to a wider demographic of non-
Catholic families, helping to offset the incoming VAT 

• The Outcome: The data shows that the wider market did not rush in to replace the lost 
numbers. Instead, the rebrand left the school caught in the middle: it diluted its unique selling 
point (being the premier co-educational independent Catholic boarding school in the West 
Country) right as families were scaling back on private spending due to the tax hike. 

Summary 

The data indicates that while macroeconomic instabilities provided the pressure, the Trust's 
decision to legally change the faith status of the school was the primary choice that set Prior 
Park apart from its growing local competitors. It exposed the institution to an enrolment drop 
and left it operating on its narrowest financial margins in modern history, balancing the books 
primarily by trimming staff headcounts via natural attrition. 

 

 

Source: [1]companies house, Prior Park College 


