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Schools have an important role in our communities; they are universally available
and accessed by almost all children. As a key part of childhood, schools are not
only places of learning but also play a central role in the development and growth
of all children. Time at school is a significantly formative period for children, where
they develop skills and knowledge that will provide the foundation for their
transition into adulthood.

Missing out on trips and music lessons; not having educational resources such as
revision guides and calculators; avoiding non-uniform days and fun events such as
school fairs, proms and cake sales… Children growing up in poverty have told us
that their whole educational experience is affected by not having enough
money. Poverty makes it harder for children to learn, achieve, and be happy at
school.

Schools are usually thought of as centres of equity, where the potential of all
children is nurtured. While this is almost always the intention of schools, we know
that many of the barriers that children and young people from low-income
families experience can go unrecognised and overlooked in schools.

Although pupils talked about a wide range of issues in our research, this report
looks in detail at four key themes that were most commonly reported as posing
challenges for pupils without much money. These are: costs related to curriculum
and learning, challenges around stigma at school, school fun and school food. Our
methodology for working with pupils, parents and whole-school communities can
be found at the end of the report.

Putting the voice of children and young people at the heart of our understanding
of the school day allows us to shine a spotlight on the many ways that poverty has
an impact on children's experience of education.

Child Poverty Action Group and Children
North East’s UK Cost of the School Day
project is working with schools and local
authorities in England, Scotland and Wales
to ensure that all children, regardless of
financial background, can take part and be
happy at school.
This report focuses on our research so far in England. It highlights some of the
positive work being carried out by schools to ensure that opportunities are
affordable and inclusive, while also drawing attention to the multitude of ways
that pupils from low-income families face exclusion and stigma.
This report demonstrates that the school day is not always equally accessible to
all pupils and parts of education are out of reach for some children. That is not
to say that all of the issues identified occur in all schools, but the Poverty
Proofing methodology used within this project has illuminated a clear and stark
picture that cannot be ignored: poverty has a detrimental impact on
education.

Pupil voice is at the centre of the UK Cost of the School Day project, and the
children’s own words have been included in this report alongside those of families
to provide a comprehensive picture of life at school. We hope that this report will
enable school staff, policymakers and other interested stakeholders to better
understand how poverty limits the opportunities of children in schools in England.
It also serves as a call to action because it doesn’t have to be this way.
We hope that by listening to the issues identified by children, readers of this report
will take action to bring about greater equity of experience and opportunity within
our education system.

This page sets out the key findings from our research Poverty Proofing© 18 schools
in England and speaking in depth with over 4,500 pupils.

•
•
•

Families are often expected to own learning resources including stationery,
textbooks and IT equipment for use both at home and at school.
Pupils experiencing poverty in England are financially excluded from full
participation in a wide range of school subjects and activities, including PE,
music, swimming and art and design.
Costs associated with resources and equipment can be a factor in pupils'
subject choices in secondary school, with food technology and art and
design reported as having significant costs.

•

•

•

•
•

Day-to-day practices in English schools often unintentionally draw attention to
family incomes and make children feel embarrassed and different. These
include expensive uniform policies, non-uniform days and requests from
schools to bring in material possessions like pencil cases.

•

Many fun and special events at school, which other children look forward to,
including trips, fundraising activities, celebrations and community events, are
often out of reach for children in poverty. They can also cause great anxiety
and financial and social pressures.
Families are borrowing money to pay for school activities like school trips, not
wanting children to lose out on these valuable learning opportunities.

Many children in low-income households are missing out on the benefits of a
school lunch due to the restrictive eligibility criteria for free school meals, the
cost of school lunches, and issues with payment procedures including the
resolution of lunch money debt.
Challenges with school food systems and policies mean that not all children get
a sufficient and balanced meal during the school day, leaving them feeling
hungry and worrying about food.
Policies and practices relating to food in school often mean that children
experiencing poverty don’t have the same options as their peers at lunchtime.

As an overarching aim, we are calling on the UK government and Department for
Education to recognise the impact that school-related costs have on children’s
ability to learn. We implore them to prioritise funding schools properly so they can
offer a truly free and inclusive education, where every pupil can fully participate in
school activities without cost barriers. Urgent steps towards this include:
1.

2.

Provide adequate funding to schools to ensure all curriculum-related costs are
removed for pupils. This must include investment that guarantees all children
have the resources and tools they need to fully participate in school activities
both at home and at school e.g., revision guides and laptops.
Provide local authorities with additional funding and a statutory responsibility
to help families with school costs through targeted initiatives such as school
clothing grants and subsidies for trips. Initiatives like this already exist in all
other UK nations.

3.

Provide universal free school meals to school-aged children in England so that
all pupils have equitable access to food while at school.

4.

Provide a statutory framework, strategy and additional ring-fenced funding so
schools in England can provide programmes, activities and services that go
beyond the core function of classroom education, such as breakfast and afterschool clubs.

Schools can take important action to ensure that children from low-income
households have an equitable experience of the school day. To ensure that
policies and practices in school are inclusive for low-income families, schools
should:
1.

Plan all teaching, events and activities with affordability and accessibility in
mind. Wherever possible, remove or minimise charging for school-related
activities.

2.

Explore and review current school costs. Take a holistic view of the school
year and determine the cost of full participation in school life.

3.

Ensure that all staff, including non-teaching staff, are aware of the nature,
causes, extent and impact of poverty and how to reduce the stigma that
children can face in school.

4.

Provide meaningful opportunities for pupils and families to give feedback on
their experience of school with a focus on school costs.

A full list of recommendations for the government and schools can be found on
pages 45 –49.

Increasing family incomes is key to reducing child poverty, so it cannot be solved
solely within the school gates. However, as key institutions in our society, schools
have an important role to play in protecting children from the restrictive effects
that poverty can have on them. Schools can and, more importantly, do make a
difference. They should be places of equity where children from low-income
households can readily access the same opportunities and experiences as their
peers.
What's more, prices are now rising at the fastest rate in 30 years, and energy
bills alone will rise by more than 50 per cent in April. As living costs go up, we must
ensure that the cost of the school day does not contribute to the challenges lowincome children and families face.

Child poverty is not inevitable. During the late 1990s progress was made through a
combination of policies to reduce child poverty and by 2010/11, 1.1 million fewer
children were living in poverty than in 1996/97.1 However, in recent years we have
seen child poverty levels rise again, with 4.3 million children in the UK living in
poverty prior to the pandemic.2 A primary cause of this is families facing a number
of real-terms cuts to benefits over the last decade and while the £20 a week
increase to UC and working tax credits temporarily restored some of the value,
its recent removal has put out-of-work benefits at their lowest level in 30
years.3 What's more, for too many families, work does not provide a guaranteed
route out of poverty with 75 per cent of children currently growing up in poverty
living in a household with at least one working adult.4

The impact of poverty on educational attainment is widely recognised.5 Pupil
Premium was introduced in 2011 to provide schools with additional funding to
reduce and eradicate the attainment gap between children from low-income
households and their peers. However, the evidence is clear that children
experiencing poverty continue to make less progress than their peers, resulting in
stubbornly unequal outcomes. We know that school-related costs and povertyrelated stigma in school can further contribute to and compound these
inequalities. Importantly, our report shows that action can be taken to address the
cost of the school day, and this has multiple benefits for children and families.

The UK Cost of the School Day project adds to our understanding of the links
between poverty and education, as it explores how children living in poverty
experience and participate in school activities. Looking broadly and holistically at
these children’s experience allows us to examine the unequal outcomes that remain
pervasive within the English education system.
UK Cost of the School Day practitioners have worked in partnership with schools in
England to:
• Discover the ways in which poverty affects the school day by listening to
children, young people and their families;
• Reduce school costs and stigma for all families, and design a more inclusive
school day;
• Raise awareness of the realities of child poverty and of the links between child
poverty and education.
This report is not exhaustive: the UK Cost of the School Day research in schools is
ongoing, and further insights will be shared when the project ends.

School costs affect access to the full curriculum for children in low-income families. Children
and families have told us that in schools in England, those experiencing poverty are financially
excluded from full participation in a wide range of school subjects and activities. This is because
participation requires additional equipment and resources to be provided from home,
and these can be difficult, and sometimes impossible, to afford for low-income families.
Examples that children have told us about include pupils missing out on practical PE
lessons because they don’t have PE kit, not being able to take up instrument lessons because
of cost, and having limited options when completing art and design portfolios due to the cost of
purchasing materials. Importantly, young people have told us that these subject costs are a
factor when it comes to making decisions about which subjects they will study at secondary
school. Children have also said that their learning is affected by the availability of resources
both at home and at school, including revision guides, textbooks and access to the internet. Too
many pupils miss out on these resources as family budgets are increasingly stretched.
All schools must offer a broad and balanced curriculum which ensures that all children get
access to a wide, rich set of opportunities, including sports, music and arts.6 For low-income
families who can find it more difficult for their children to take up extra-curricular
opportunities, having activities and experiences available through the curriculum is especially
important.7 Our research shows that attending school and accessing the curriculum is not costfree for families in England. Curriculum access and engagement is not currently universal as a
result of the costs associated with purchasing materials, equipment and resources. Children are
being locked out of the learning and participation in school life that every child deserves.

Physical activity through PE is a compulsory part of every stage of the national
curriculum. Through school sports, children can try new and varied activities, take
part in competitive sports, and learn new skills. However, children are being
excluded from taking part in valuable sporting experiences and opportunities at
school because of PE kit and clothing costs. Primary and secondary school pupils
have told us that they have had to watch practical PE and swimming lessons from
the sidelines, because they didn’t have the clothing needed to take part. The
consequences of this exclusion from full participation in lessons is clear, with
research listing PE as one of the most ‘inegalitarian subjects’ at GCSE with a large
participation and attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers.8

Willenhall Community Primary School ensures that children do not miss out on sporting opportunities. The school has:
• Provided lots of equipment for pupils to use to encourage physical activity at playtimes, including balls, skittles and skipping ropes.
• Set up free multi-sports clubs led by PE staff at lunchtimes so that all pupils are able to join a club, including pupils who can’t access
after-school clubs.
• Monitored attendance at extra-curricular sporting opportunities to ensure that all children get involved. Pupils who have opted not to
take part are encouraged to attend through individual conversations with PE staff.
• Provided all equipment and kits for sports teams, and paid for transport for school teams to attend sporting fixtures.
• Ensured that spare PE kit is available for all pupils without stigma or sanctions so that missing out on practical lessons never occurs.
• Sourced spare swimming kit, including towels, so that pupils are always able to take part in swimming lessons.

Music is another subject that creates additional costs for families when their
children want to participate fully. Children in both primary and secondary
schools have told us that instrument tuition usually comes with an additional
cost for families: not only the cost of the tuition itself, but also the purchase or
hire of an instrument so children can practise outside of their dedicated lesson
time.
Learning an instrument is not only valuable as an optional extracurricular
activity: it is also an integral part of the music curriculum. Research from the
Education Policy Institute has shown that disadvantaged pupils are much less
likely to take music as a GCSE option than their peers. Moreover, when they do
opt for this subject, their attainment is significantly more than a grade lower
than pupils from more affluent households.9

The cost of participating fully in musical opportunities at school is preventing
pupils in low-income families from flourishing. Limited and stretched household
incomes are directly having an impact on engagement and achievement in music
for young people in England.

Families face costs for their children to complete coursework and take part in
lessons that are part of the school day. Specifically, secondary school pupils in
some schools are asked to make a financial contribution towards or buy
materials for art and design subjects including photography, textiles, art, and
design technology.
These costs are an additional burden for low-income families, and create
difficult choices for families about how to spend their limited budgets while
ensuring their children have everything they need to reach their full potential at
school.
In instances where families are unable to meet these costs or purchase
resources, some pupils reported facing discouraging and punitive policies, such
as not being allowed to keep their finished projects. When pupils only have
access to what is available at school, their creativity will be limited compared to
those who can afford to buy additional resources.

Similarly, families are often asked to purchase or make a contribution towards
the cost of ingredients for practical food technology lessons. Pupils explained
that if their families are unable to meet these costs, they are not able to take
part in practical lessons in the same way as their peers. Examples of this include
students only being able to use a more limited range of ingredients or not taking
part in practical sessions at all. As a consequence, pupils are missing out on
developing practical skills that are important to progress and achieve in food
technology.
Pupils also indicated that they are aware of the impact of school-related costs
on their family finances when choosing options. We found that cost can be a
factor for pupils when making subject choices, with other pupils reporting they
would have chosen differently had they been aware of all the associated costs.

As well as subject-specific resources, families and children have also talked
about the impact of more general school-related costs of taking part in a wide
range of curriculum subjects. In secondary schools in England, across both
compulsory and optional subjects, there is often an unacknowledged
expectation that families will purchase learning resources for their children's
use at school including stationery, calculators, revision guides and textbooks.
Without these resources, children’s potential to learn is hindered and in some
instances they face sanctions at school. Even without taking part in any
‘optional’ extras, attending school and accessing learning is not cost free.

Finham Park 2 has introduced initiatives to support all pupils to access textbooks and revision guides. The school has:
• Introduced a deposit system for textbooks and revision guides so that pupils can take out resources on loan rather than needing to
purchase them.
• Promoted online and e-textbooks which students can access free of charge.
• Ensured that the school library has a good stock of all course-related books available for all students to borrow.

Access to the internet and electronic devices was highlighted as an issue when
schools were closed because of the pandemic.10 But for children in low-income
families, digital exclusion has long been an issue that affects their education,
even prior to the pandemic, and it continues to affect them despite the
reopening of schools.11
Secondary schools are increasingly making use of a wide range of educational
apps in classrooms to support and enhance learning. These are often used for
learning quizzes, self-assessments, interactive activities and revision. Children
without digital access are excluded from participating in these in-school learning
activities. The use of mobile phones in school as part of lessons also draws
attention to pupils who have limited data, older phone models, or no phones at
all.

Not having sufficient income to purchase educational and school resources also
affects children’s learning at home with significant numbers of pupils now being
asked to complete and submit homework online. Highlighted during the
pandemic, the digital divide persists and continues to compound learning
inequalities. Children in households without digital access are excluded from
taking part in learning activities at home and are missing out on additional
learning opportunities, with some facing sanctions at school as a result.

As well as online homework, children in low-income families can find it
difficult to complete other types of homework which require resources.
Children have talked about missing out on creative homework tasks such as
model-making that have required them to have arts and craft supplies.
Consequently, children in low-income families cannot take part in all creative
tasks at home – a further example of how subjects and activities that require
more resources and are more expensive are out of reach for too many
children.

For children and young people, friendships and fitting in with peers are important parts of
life at school. Schools in England often bring together children and families from different
backgrounds, and provide opportunities for children to meet and socialise with a wide
range of peers from their broader community.
However, poverty also affects children’s friendships at school with children growing up in
poverty more likely to play alone, fall out with their friends and less likely to talk to their
friends about their worries.12 One of the issues that children from low-income families
face at school is that many common school practices unintentionally draw attention to
differences in family incomes: unnecessarily expensive uniform policies, non-uniform days,
and children having to bring in material possessions such as pencil cases from home.
For children growing up in poverty, these practices in school make them feel different and
left out, and cause them to face stigma from their peers.

Effective uniform policies can reduce the stigma that children face in relation to
branded clothing and accessories, and help young people experiencing poverty
fit in with their peers when at school. However, in some schools, unnecessarily
costly uniform policies conversely add to the pressures and stigma that families,
children and young people face.13 Rather than alleviating stress, unaffordable
uniform requirements can pose a barrier to learning for students who
sometimes receive sanctions and miss time in lessons for incorrect uniform.

Each year, Alderwood holds a pre-loved uniform sale. Staff found that there was some reluctance to make use of pre-loved uniform so created
a discreet form parents could use to request specific items.
Staff emphasise the environmental benefits as a further strategy to de-stigmatise buying pre-loved uniform: “We sell it as ‘it’s better for the
environment’... we don’t make it about cost, because I still think there’s a big stigma.” (Member of staff)

The school does not insist that families purchase uniform with the school logo, meaning that families can purchase unbranded items from a
wide range of uniform suppliers.
Deansfield Primary School has also established an Eco Council which organises the school’s pre-loved uniform provision, which is available to
all families and appreciated by parents and pupils. “I think it’s good because not everyone can afford new uniform and it can help them. Not
everyone can afford to buy full price uniform… I know some people can struggle with their money.” (Pupil)

Non-uniform days are another part of the school calendar that children growing
up in poverty may miss out on or feel anxious about. They can draw attention to
differences in families' financial circumstances. On non-uniform days, children
said that they have witnessed bullying and stigmatisation directed at children
who cannot afford appropriately-themed costumes or branded clothing. These
comments can make children feel embarrassed and pressured about the
clothing that they wear, or make them worried about not having appropriate
costumes for charity fundraising and awareness days.

Fitting in with peers is important for young people. Items children take in to
school from home, including clothing, resources and accessories, can show
financial differences and make poverty visible to others. Primary school children
have told us about feeling under pressure to have the same type of pencil case
or stationery as their friends. Others have mentioned not being able to fully
participate in activities such as ‘show and tell’ because they are worried about
what other children will think and say about items they bring in from home.
Whenever there are opportunities for items and objects from home to be
brought in to school, it creates the possibility that comparisons between
children are made, which in turn makes children feel under increased pressure
to be the same as their peers.

Household income has an impact on the leisure and social activities accessible
to families. Low-income families are excluded from the opportunities that
families with more money can more easily access. As a direct result of poverty,
some children are excluded from a wider range of experiences such as joining
extra-curricular clubs, going on holidays and having days out.14 In school,
children have told us that these differences in family circumstance and
experiences can be unintentionally highlighted during whole-class discussions.
Conversations and activities around what they have done at home during the
holidays or over the weekend are isolating and stigmatising for those who may
not have had the same experiences as their friends.

When speaking to children and young people about the impact of poverty on the
school day, stories of children missing out on fun and special activities and events
because of the associated costs have been a regular theme. School trips, fundraising
activities, celebrations and community events are some of the most special and
fondly-remembered parts of the school experience, but they are also activities which
typically cost money. Rather than being a time of joy and fun, these days and events
can become a time of anxiety, exclusion and missing out.
Often considered additional ‘extras’, the reality is that fun and special events are
woven into school calendars, and opting out means very visibly missing out.
Schools are key childhood institutions that provide much more than just learning, but
too many children from low-income families are missing out on all that their
schools have to offer. As a direct result of poverty, children and families are being
excluded from events and activities that are often sources of great excitement and
bring together school communities.

Charity and fundraising days and activities are common school experiences that
children have told us can be affected by their families' financial circumstances.
Both primary and secondary school pupils said that they are often able to tell
which of their peers make a donation when charitable days are organised
because of money collection practices in classrooms. Fundraising events and
activities in school make visible who has money and who does not.

Children have also told us that they are aware of their friends missing out on specific
fundraising events and activities in schools such as bake sales if they do not have
money to take part. Fundraising events such as cake sales, which punctuate the school
year, are one of the hidden costs of participation in school life, unrecognised and
unacknowledged. For children from low-income families, they are yet another school
activity that they are excluded from taking part in and enjoying.

The school year is packed with community activities and celebrations, with
families required to supply resources and materials for their child to take part.
Examples shared by children include being asked to bring in costumes for
Christmas nativity plays, materials for Easter egg and bonnet decorating, and
party food for end-of-year celebrations.
Pupils also mentioned that they have missed out on school events such as
winter, summer and Easter fayres because of the costs of buying
refreshments, playing games and purchasing from stalls.

The school has explored alternative Christmas events, which they are able to provide free of charge for all pupils at their school. They have
worked with local community organisations to provide a virtual pantomime for all children while in school, and have secured a donation to
provide all children with a ‘goody bag’ of treats to accompany this virtual experience.
Thinking creatively about ways to provide the same festive experience for all children, without asking families for a contribution and without
costing the school money, is a great way of making Christmas events inclusive for all families.

To reduce the pressure that families can feel on themed dressing up days, the school has thought of ways to make special days in school
inclusive for all. On World Book Day, instead of wearing costumes, pupils made potato book characters. Pupils enjoyed this activity
commenting: “We used to stand up and show our costumes… now it’s better, cos we’re not using plastic which is destroying our world.” (Year 4
pupil) And: “I think it’s good to do potatoes cos some people didn’t have money for the costumes... it’s a waste of money for one day.” (Year 6
pupil)

Some of the most significant school celebrations take place at transition points,
as children move from one school to the next, or into the next phase of their
education. Pupils from low-income families are often unintentionally excluded
from taking part in leavers’ celebrations and events at school transition points.
The cost of purchasing tickets, outfits and even transport means that some
children miss out on these childhood experiences. It is also a time within the
school year when there are often additional items available to purchase, such as
leavers’ books and leavers’ hoodies. Some children do not get these mementoes
to keep because they present an additional cost to already-stretched family
budgets.

There has been a growing emphasis in schools on ‘cultural capital’ and the wide,
rich set of experiences that all children should have access to while in education,
including educational visits. Despite this, the reality is that for many children,
these opportunities remain unaffordable and out of reach. The cost of school
trips can be an additional burden for low-income families. Our discussions with
children provide evidence of families borrowing money to avoid their children
missing out on experiences at school, or children being unable to go on school
trips because of the cost. Missing out on school trips not only means that children
are missing opportunities for fun with their peers, but also that they are being
excluded from valuable learning opportunities outside of the classroom. The
majority of visits and trips outside of school are curriculum-linked, and support
and enhance learning in the classroom. When children cannot take up trip
opportunities, it affects their engagement with the curriculum and is another way
that their educational experience is different from that of their peers.

Families cannot be charged for educational activities and trips that are part of
the national curriculum or are needed to complete an exam, however,
Department for Education guidance does permit schools to ask families to make
a voluntary contribution towards trip costs.15 Children and families have said
that, in reality, many of these requests for money do not feel voluntary, with
frequent reminders and prompts being sent until the payment is made.
Classroom practices mean that this pressure to pay is felt not only by parents
but also by children themselves. In some schools, frequent in-class reminders
about contributions make children aware which of their classmates have not
paid, causing embarrassment and worry.

In addition to the cost of trips being prohibitive, families don’t always receive
enough notice from schools about costs. For low-income families, this makes
incorporating these additional costs into their already-stretched budgets an
even bigger challenge. Children have also shared that in some schools, places
on trips are allocated on a ‘first-come, first-served’ basis. This means that
families who have money readily available can secure places, while those who
need time to save and budget miss out.

To support families with the cost of trips, the school has:
• Provided families with an events calendar so that they know when trips are scheduled and can budget for any associated costs.
• Allowed families to pay for visits in instalments through payment plans.
• Applied for external funding to reduce trip contributions required from families.
• Ensured that children have not missed out on any trips because of cost, speaking to families on an individual basis if there are any
barriers to their attendance and participation.

The school values trips and views them as an opportunity to encourage pupils to develop their curiosity about the world. As such, they work
proactively to ensure that experiences do not place families under additional financial pressure by:
• Considering cost when planning school trips, focusing on low-cost and free activities that are available locally.
• Where possible, using public transport to keep costs low and to develop travel confidence for pupils.
• Funding the majority of the cost of the residential visit for pupils in Year 6, with families only asked to contribute towards transport,
recognising that it is a valuable experience for all to attend.

As well as the direct impact of school costs on household budgets, for children
from low-income families, school costs create worry and anxiety. Children from
low-income families miss out on activities and opportunities at school because
they are aware of their family’s financial circumstances and do not want to add
to the challenges that they face by asking their parents or carers for money.
Pupils have told us that they avoid taking home letters about trips, clubs and
musical instrument lessons, meaning that they miss out. Children growing up in
poverty are burdened with worries about not being able to afford school
activities and not being able to join in with their peers.

It has been demonstrated that provision of a substantial lunch at school has
the potential to be immensely beneficial for all children, improving
educational and health outcomes.16, 17 We know the free school meals that
some low-income families receive can be a highly valuable form of
support. However, the current school food system has a number of issues
which mean that too many children experiencing poverty miss out
on an adequate, balanced meal during the school day.
Our research has found that for low-income families not eligible for free
school meals, stigmatising procedures and policies around the resolution of
lunch money debt add to the stress and anxiety that children face.
We also found that children receiving free school meals sometimes have a
more limited range of food options than their peers because of their
allowance.
Other children said that they are missing out on lunch at school because of
the size and quality of the food provided, and limited options available, with
no opportunity for them to give feedback on the range of choices made
available.

CPAG's research has shown that many children experiencing poverty are
ineligible for free school meals under the current qualifying criteria.18 For some
low-income families who are not eligible for means-tested free school meals,
the cost of school meals can be unaffordable. Children have reported that when
they get to Year 3 (and no longer have their universal infant free school meal
entitlement), they move on to packed lunches because of costs. Children
therefore miss out on the benefits of a school lunch because families simply
cannot afford them.

The way school lunch money debt is dealt with can affect children’s experience
of the school day. In some instances, children have told us that they are
involved in the process of resolving the debt. These policies and practices make
children responsible for mediation between home and school to resolve the
issue, and also make children more acutely aware of their family’s financial
situation. When involved in the process of debt resolution, children worry
about their peers finding out and face added anxiety about money while at
school.

Even more worryingly, lunch money debt approaches in some schools have a
direct impact on the food choices and lunchtime experience that pupils have.
Children in some primary schools said they are only provided with a sandwich
rather than the full range of lunch options if they do not have any money on
their lunch account.

Secondary school pupils have said that they have been asked to put food and drink
back on the shelves in the dining hall or canteen if they do not have enough money
available in electronic payment accounts. In practice, lunch money debt leads children
to being singled out in front of their peers, having a reduced range of lunch options, or
going without something to eat.

For those who do take up their free school meal entitlement, particularly in
secondary schools, there are often issues with the way that this money is
credited to their lunch payment account, meaning that they do not get to make
the most of their full entitlement. In some schools, students receiving free
school meals are only able to use their free school meal allowance at lunchtime,
and are excluded from using this credit at breakfast or break time. We have also
found that if students do not use all of their allowance or are absent, the
money is often removed from their account, meaning that they are unable to
use it on the following days.
Concerningly, because of the way free school meals are administered and
delivered in some schools, not all children take up their full free school meal
entitlement. The reasons for this include but are not limited to; pupils
being worried about stigmatising systems such as tills which show their free
school meal status to others, pupils wanting to join friends who eat lunch
outside of school so they don't miss out on social opportunities, and pupils
choosing cheaper options to avoid the embarrassment of being turned away at
the till if they go over the limit.19

Children in receipt of free school meals said that the way lunchtime is organised
and options available can mean that those in receipt of free school meals are
unintentionally isolated from their friends during this social part of the school day.
Primary school children said that in some dining halls, pupils who are having a
packed lunch are not able to sit next to those having hot dinners. This is
particularly problematic for children who are having free school meals and are
therefore excluded from sitting with friends who have made a different lunch
choice. Secondary school pupils explained that their food options are limited by
the free school meal allowance, with limitations on when they can spend their
lunch money, and some food items and meal deal combinations priced above the
allowance that they are provided with.

The quality of food and range of options available to pupils in schools in
England is variable. In some schools, children have told us they dislike the
lunches and options on offer, and as a result they opt to have packed lunches.
This is partially because both primary and secondary school pupils often have
limited opportunities to give meaningful feedback on their lunchtime
experience at school or the food options provided. When menus are designed
without input and involvement from children and young people, this can lead to
pupils missing out on a hot, balanced meal each day and the many benefits
associated with this.

Pupils of all ages also said that school lunches are sometimes an insufficient
portion size and as a result the meals are not filling. Where portion sizes are not
adequate and meal options unappealing, children are at risk of being hungry
while at school. This is problematic for all children but particularly those in lowincome families where money for food is limited and provision of an adequate,
balanced lunch at school is important.

As well as the cost of a meal at lunchtime, there are often other food-related
costs at school. In many schools we have worked with, milk is often provided as
an optional extra, and as such comes at an additional cost for families. While
children eligible for free school meals are entitled to milk free of charge under
school food guidelines, this entitlement is overlooked in some schools, meaning
that milk is either not made available to children from Key Stage One onwards
or only available for those who pay.

Lyng Hall School has developed a range of food policies to encourage up-take and reduce food-related stigma. Approaches and actions taken
include:
• Students eligible for free school meals can use their allowance at any time throughout the school day, and any unspent money is rolled
over so that students can use this credit on the following day.
• Free food is provided for families on open evenings and parents evenings. This has the double benefit of providing meals to families and
creating an opportunity for the catering team at Lyng Hall to speak to families about school meals and encourage take-up.
• Students are regularly asked for feedback on school lunches through informal conversations with students in the dining hall and twiceyearly surveys. As a result, students at Lyng Hall praised both the quality of food and range of lunch options available.
• Any student who attends a before-school club is offered a free breakfast. This is a great way of encouraging more students to attend
before-school extracurricular opportunities such as sports clubs, and also ensures that all students have something to eat before sitting
exams if they have attended morning revision sessions.

As an overarching aim, we are calling on the UK government and Department
for Education to recognise the impact that school-related costs have on children’s
ability to learn, and prioritise funding schools properly so they can offer a truly free and
inclusive education, where every pupil can fully participate in school activities and money
is never an issue.
In the interim, there are number of urgent steps outlined on the next page that must
be taken by the UK government to improve schooling for pupils from low-income families.

1.

Provide adequate funding to schools to ensure
all curriculum-related costs are removed for
pupils. This must include investment that
guarantees all children have the resources and
tools they need to fully participate in school
activities both at home and at school e.g., revision
guides and laptops.

2.

Ensure statutory guidance and accountability
mechanisms for schools are robust enough to
guarantee that no child has to pay to take part in
subjects and curriculum-related activities.

3.

Provide local authorities with additional funding
and a statutory responsibility to help families with
school costs through targeted initiatives such as
school clothing grants and subsidies for trips.
Initiatives like this already exist in all other UK
nations.

4.

5.

Provide universal free school meals to all schoolaged children so that all pupils have equitable
access to food while at school. As an urgent first
step towards this universal provision, restore the
previous free school meals eligibility threshold
(in place prior to April 2018) which included all
families in receipt of universal credit. This should
also be extended to all those on equivalent
benefits.
Provide further statutory guidance to schools on
how school debts should be dealt with, to
ensure that children do not miss out on
essentials such as access to school lunches, and
that an adequate level of support is given to
families struggling with these costs.

6.

Undertake a full review of the cost of
participating in state-funded education in
England and seek to make changes so that
education can be free for all pupils to access.
We recommend this review is carried out by
the
Education
Select
Committee
and consultation takes place with a wide
range of stakeholders.

7.

Provide a statutory framework, strategy and
additional ring-fenced funding so schools in
England can provide programmes, activities
and services that go beyond the core function
of classroom education, such as breakfast and
after-school clubs.

We know that schools alone cannot solve poverty. Poverty is policy-responsive, and
this report is a call to action for policymakers to respond to the words and experiences
of children and young people.
However, schools can and do make a huge difference to the lives of individual children.
Schools across England have already gone to extraordinary lengths to support children
and families facing poverty. Addressing poverty in schools is not easy, but it is vitally
important and there are a number of practical, cost-neutral actions that schools can
take to lessen the impact of poverty on the school day. Working alongside schools, we
have listed a number of useful resources and ideas below that are a starting point for
schools who want to take action on the cost of the school day.

1.

Calculate and review all current costs in your school. Look across the
academic year at all aspects of school life and understand what it costs for
pupils to fully take part in school and what can be done to reduce costs.

2.

Monitor participation in all parts of school life to identify children who may be
missing out on opportunities. Use available data to understand patterns in
children’s uptake of opportunities.

3.

Provide meaningful opportunities for all pupils and families to give feedback on
their experience of school with a focus on school costs. As a starting point,
template parent surveys are available here: Cost of the School Day - Survey for
parents and carers.

4.

Develop affordable and inclusive uniform policies, and ensure that pre-loved
provision is available to support all families with this school-related cost. More
practical ideas on how to achieve this are available here: The Right Blazer:
School uniform guides.

5.

Consider how to spread out costs over the course of a school year so that
requests for contributions and payments are not concentrated for
families. Our Cost of the School Day calendar is useful in identifying some
key dates during the school year that may have associated costs, as well as
including suggestions and best practice examples on how to make events
and activities more affordable and inclusive.

6.

Plan all teaching, events and activities with affordability, accessibility and
the needs of children and young people from low-income households in
mind. Wherever possible, remove or minimise charging for school-related
activities. There are a number of examples of practical actions that schools
have taken to address school costs available here: Cost of the School Day
best practice videos.

7.

Ensure that if there are school costs or contributions, families are given
adequate notice to pay, and are signposted to any available support.

8.

Ensure that all staff, including non-teaching staff,
are fully aware of the nature, causes, extent and
impact of poverty on children both nationally,
locally and within the school. Our Turning the Page
on Poverty toolkit developed with Children North
East and the National Education Union is a useful
starting point for awareness raising with all staff.

11. Explicitly discuss poverty with children to raise
awareness and address poverty-related
stigma. Engage children and young people in
helping to destigmatise poverty in the school.
The Turning the Page on Poverty toolkit
includes a section on 'How to talk about
poverty'.

Explore universal approaches to reduce school costs
that will support all families and pupils, including
those who are ineligible for free school meals or
have no recourse to public funds.

12. Normalise talking to pupils and families about
money whenever schools costs are discussed,
and ensure that there is regular signposting to
places of support.

10. Where payments from families are unavoidable,
establish discreet systems and processes for the
collection and handling of money in school which
do not embarrass young people or families.

13. Explore with pupils ways that allow them to tell
staff when they are finding costs difficult,
discreetly and without embarrassment.

9.

14. Identify and address any existing policies or
practices that either prevent pupils taking up
their free school meal entitlement or further
disadvantage them.
15. Ensure that pupils eligible for free school
meals have parity of lunchtime experience
with their peers. The Cost of Missing
Lunchtime includes a number of best
practice examples for schools to consider.

It really doesn’t have to be this way. All children in England have the right to a
free education, but in reality, additional, often hidden and unacknowledged
costs mean that children in low-income families are excluded from taking part
in all opportunities that are on offer within our education system. The cost of
the school day has an impact on children’s learning, achievement and
happiness at school, and this isn’t right.
Schools alone cannot solve poverty in England. However, there are a number of
practical steps that can be taken by schools to respond to the voice of pupils
and their experiences to bring about a cost-free and more inclusive school day.
As a starting point, schools can take a more detailed consideration and
exploration of what school feels and looks like through the eyes of a child
growing up in poverty, As the number of families struggling financially
continues to increase. It is time to look across the full spectrum of costs
associated with the school day and consider how attending school can be a
fairer and more equitable experience for all. We can and should redesign the
school day with inclusion at the centre and equity of experience as the
overarching aim.

The English education system is filled with brilliant schools and offers so many
opportunities, which too many children are currently inadvertently and
unintentionally excluded from accessing because of family financial circumstances.
For policymakers, making sure every child gets a good start in life is the right thing
to do, and this includes ensuring that education is an equitable experience for all. It
must be acknowledged that too many children are missing out on realising their
full potential because costs prevent them from developing their artistic, sporting
and academic talents. We must make it a priority to ensure that education is truly
free for all pupils, and that money is never an issue.

Child Poverty Action Group works on
behalf of the more than one in four
children in the UK growing up in
poverty. It doesn’t have to be like this.
We use our understanding of what
causes poverty and the impact it has on
children’s lives to campaign for policies
that will prevent and solve poverty – for
good. We provide training, advice and
information to make sure hard-up
families get the financial support they
need. We also carry out high-profile
legal work to establish and protect
families’ rights. cpag.org.uk

Children North East exists because
growing up can be hard. We create lifechanging differences for babies,
children and young people in their
families, schools and communities. We
offer support at those times when a
little help can make a big difference for
a child and their future. Ultimately, our
purpose is that all North East babies,
children and young people grow up to
be healthy and happy, regardless of
background or family circumstance.
Whether it is in their family, at school
or in their local community, we are
here to support children, young people
and their parents in the North East and
beyond. children-ne.org.uk

The Cost of the School Day project was
started by CPAG in Scotland in 2014
with the aim of reducing the financial
barriers that prevent pupils from fully
participating in the school day. The Cost
of the School Day approach involves
working with whole-school communities
(pupils, parents, teachers and school
staff) to identify and reduce cost
barriers faced by pupils from lowincome backgrounds. Following the
success of this project in Glasgow and
Dundee, CPAG has partnered with
Children North East and expanded the
project to local authorities in England,
Wales and new parts of Scotland. This
project is funded by the National Lottery
Community Fund, Pears Foundation,
Orbit Housing Association, Coventry City
Council and the Royal Borough of
Greenwich who we thank for their
ongoing support. cpag.org.uk/CoSD

Poverty Proofing© the School Day is a
project developed by Children North
East. The project provides a toolkit to
poverty proof the school day, to reduce
stigma and remove barriers to learning
and to assist schools in exploring the
most effective way to spend school
funding provided for those eligible for
free school meals. Poverty Proofing©
the School Day consists of an audit for
each individual school, questioning
pupils, staff, parents and governors.
The result is an action plan tailored to
each individual school to address any
stigmatising policies or practices. There
is then the opportunity to be awarded
an accreditation following a review
visit. We also offer training to staff and
governors on poverty and its impact on
education. povertyproofing.co.uk
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The methodology used in this project has built on the pioneering work and
insights of both Children North East and the Cost of the School Day in
Scotland. In each of the 18 schools, a Poverty Proofing© approach was used by
practitioners of the UK Cost of the School Day project. Practitioners immersed
themselves in the lives of the schools to understand the experience of the
school day through the eyes of a child experiencing poverty.

As part of the process, we asked school staff and governors to share their thoughts
and experiences via surveys and through semi-structured interviews. All
participating schools were offered follow-up staff and governor training sessions to
explore the findings of the consultation carried out in their schools, and to work
together to consider next steps that could be introduced to address the issues that
were identified.

We used explorative focus groups with pupils who were invited to talk to
practitioners about issues across the school day. Within these informal
consultations, practitioners encouraged pupils to think about alternative ways
of doing things in their school that would alleviate pressure on pupils and their
families, and these discussions formed the basis for recommendations shared
with the school. Practitioners also attended before- and after-school clubs and
break times, and ate school lunch with the pupils.

For each individual school we collated feedback from pupils, families, school staff
and governors, and identified themes. Then we produced reports, highlighting
areas of good practice and highlighting issues for the school to address. We also
included in each report bespoke recommendations for the ways in which the
school could take action to address the cost of the school day.

We also provided families in participating schools with opportunities to give
feedback on school costs. We distributed paper and online surveys and
arranged follow-up interviews for those who opted to provide more detailed
feedback. Practitioners also approached families in the school grounds and
invited them to partake in an informal interview.

From December 2020, with the disruption of the pandemic to schools, we
adapted the methodology and practitioners used online video-conferencing
technology for the consultations with a range of school stakeholders including
focus groups with pupils in school and at home. Since September 2021, we have
used a hybrid approach of working both in schools and virtually to collect data, in
keeping with national legislation and local guidance.

