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COPELAND SECONDARY SCHOOL PROVISION

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 This report provides an update on the position with regard to 
secondary school admissions in Copeland in September 2017, 
specifically the issues which arose as a result of oversubscription at 
West Lakes Academy.

1.2 The report is for information only.  It relates to the county council’s 
admissions and home-to-school transport policies, which are 
determined by the Cabinet.

2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS

2.1 Resolution of the wider issues surrounding secondary education 
provision in Copeland will contribute to the county council’s priority to 
safeguard children, and ensure that Cumbria is a great place to be a 
child and grow up.  Application of existing admissions and home-to-
school transport policies will help us to be a modern and efficient 
council.

3.0 RECOMMENDATION

3.1 That members note the report.

4.0 BACKGROUND

4.1 During the allocation of Year 7 places for September 2017, 24 children living 
in the catchment area were refused admission to West Lakes Academy 
(WLA).  Thirteen children were allocated a place at Millom School, which 
their parents had listed as a 2nd preference.  Eleven children were allocated 
places at Whitehaven Academy, either because this was a named 
preference school, or because it was the next nearest school with a place 
available, in line with the county council’s admissions scheme.  The majority, 
if not all parents appealed against the refusal to admit to WLA, but these 
appeals were unsuccessful.  



4.2 Subsequently, all 11 parents offered places at Whitehaven Academy have 
submitted changes of preference, naming Millom School.  These 
applications have been successful but, because Millom is neither the 
nearest, nor the catchment, nor the next nearest school with a place 
available, the county council is not responsible for providing free home to 
school transport under the terms of its policy.

4.3 All 24 of the affected children live in the catchment areas of Seascale, 
Gosforth or St Bega’s primary schools, though not all applicants from those 
areas were refused a place at WLA; some children had a higher priority for 
admission on the basis of, for example, having older siblings already 
attending the school.  The unsuccessful parents, as well as governors, local 
elected members and the local MP, argue that they are ‘disadvantaged by 
geography’, i.e. they have a lesser choice of secondary schools as a result 
of where they live.  This is an understandable reaction to the current 
situation: 

 they have been unable to secure a place at their catchment area 
school because it is oversubscribed, and others have a higher priority; 

 they have been unable to secure a place at St Benedict’s in 
Whitehaven for similar reasons; 

 they do not want to send their children to Whitehaven Academy, 
because it is in Special Measures and there have been other, well-
documented issues in recent months such as teachers striking; 

 they receive no support for the substantial transport costs to Millom 
School.

4.4 This is not an issue of numbers per sé.  There have always, and will 
continue to be, more children living in the WLA catchment area than could 
be accommodated in the school.  This has not proved to be a significant 
issue in the past, with large numbers seeking places at St Benedict’s, 
Keswick and Cockermouth.  Rather it is a combination of factors that have 
led to the position this year; relatively high numbers of year 6 children across 
the board, a recent ‘Outstanding’ Ofsted judgment for WLA and, notably, the 
apparent drive of parents to avoid sending their children to Whitehaven 
Academy.  This school received only 55 first preference applications against 
a Published Admission Number (PAN) of 240, and whilst the school remains 
such an unattractive proposition to large numbers of parents, many will 
continue to look elsewhere.  

4.5 This potentially results in an inability for WLA catchment parents to gain 
either a first preference place at WLA, or St Benedict’s.  

5.0 OPTIONS

5.1 There are several options open to the county council:
 Redraw the catchment area boundaries as requested, to provide a 

shared secondary school catchment area covering the existing 
Seascale, St Bega’s and Gosforth primary schools’ catchment areas;



 Pay transport costs for parents affected this year (plus any future 
siblings);

 Apply existing county council policies, and continue to challenge the 
Regional Schools Commissioner on bringing about improvements at 
Whitehaven Academy.

5.2 Redrawing the catchment boundaries would give applicants priority for 
admission to either WLA or Millom School, and would also give an 
entitlement to transport costs to either school.  However, changes to 
admission arrangements (including a catchment boundary change) must be 
undertaken in line with a statutory timetable, and cannot apply 
retrospectively; this would not help parents and pupils affected this year. 

5.3 It would also give rise to some potentially substantial additional costs for the 
county council, though given that there are few existing routes from these 
areas to Millom, it is difficult to estimate exact costs at this stage.  We might 
estimate the total cost at around £400/day.  For the £2017-18 academic year 
this would give rise to costs of £76,000.  

5.4 Whilst these children would have been entitled to free transport to either 
WLA or to Whitehaven Academy, those areas are served by existing routes, 
and the additional costs would, therefore, be significantly less; even with 
new feeder transport requirements, it is unlikely the additional costs would 
amount to more than around £27,000.  With a differential of around £49,000, 
the additional, real-terms cost to the county council of this single cohort 
could amount over 5 years to around £245,000.  These additional costs are 
likely to escalate year-on-year, as new cohorts of children seek admission 
and, therefore, free transport.  

5.5 Redrawing the catchment boundaries would present an ongoing 
commitment.  Whilst at present, the majority of parents living in this area 
seek places at WLA, there is no guarantee this will continue; WLA could find 
itself subject to a negative Ofsted report, for example, which would change 
the pattern of parental preference.  In any event, given a choice, some 
parents will inevitably exercise it regardless of the perceived relative merits 
of the two schools.  The county council is likely, therefore, to be committing 
itself to long-term additional costs if it redraws the catchment boundaries in 
the manner suggested.

5.6 The second option considered would be for the county council to agree 
responsibility for transport costs for the affected pupils on a short-term basis.  
This would be granted on the basis of the exceptional circumstances 
prevailing this year, and could either be time-limited, or could last for the 
duration of the current cohort’s stay at secondary school.  This would also 
give rise to the costs above, though for a shorter time.

5.7 The final option is to continue to apply the county council’s agreed policy, 
which would mean parents themselves covering transport costs.



5.8 There are considered to be significant risks in agreeing to the current 
requests for transport support to Millom, either by way of a change to the 
catchment boundaries, or on a short-term basis.  This would set a significant 
precedent.  There will always be instances where parents are unable to 
secure a place at their first preference school, and are allocated one they 
deem to be unacceptable.  This should not (and could not practicably) lead 
to a wholesale change in admission arrangements, nor to the provision of 
free transport to an ‘acceptable’ school, but agreeing to the current requests 
would indicate a willingness on the part of the county council to consider the 
same solution in every case; this could lead to additional future costs which 
are simply unaffordable.

6.0 RESOURCE AND VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS

6.1 There are no direct resource or value for money implications arising from the 
recommendations in this report.

7.0 LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1 There is no decision for local committee to take on this as the policies 
covered are Cabinet decisions. 

8.0 CONCLUSION

8.1 Whilst an agreement to cover costs and/or amend the catchment boundaries 
would, in the short-term, resolve the issue to an extent, it would also 
represent providing an answer to the ‘wrong’ question.  Until the 
fundamental issues at Whitehaven Academy are resolved, the county 
council may face substantial additional costs every year as a result of 
establishing a shared catchment area.  With the right solution delivered for 
Whitehaven Academy, there is easily sufficient capacity available across the 
wider area to accommodate all pupils in a secondary school which is a 
reasonable distance from home.

8.2 It is suggested, therefore, that the county council’s focus should be on 
working with partners – the schools and the Regional Schools Commissioner 
– to resolve the challenges at Whitehaven Academy.  The ‘right’ solution 
would ensure that good quality places are available for all secondary pupils 
in Copeland, and this is what the county council should be aiming for.

John Macilwraith
Corporate Director – Children and Families Services
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Electoral Divisions: All
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N/AHas an equality impact assessment been undertaken?
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