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The cost
of a free
education

For many years there has been a widespread
concern about the costs faced by parents when
sending their children to school. This briefing
highlights these concerns, draws attention to a
range of studies and presents a number of
recommendations.’

Every child in England has the right to a free
state education. School has the potential to
provide all children with opportunities to learn,
make friends and participate in activities
regardless of family income. At this key point
intervention is possible to shield children from the
effects of living in poverty — but when families are
asked for money to pay for uniforms, activities,
school trips and classroom materials, meeting
these costs may cause hardship. All children should
be able to participate fully in school life, but not
having the money to buy the correct uniform,
participate in extra-curricular activities or go on
school trips may leave them unable to fulfil their
full potential, mark them out as being ‘poor’, and
lead to them becoming isolated within school.



he Government is committed to eradicating

child poverty and promoting inclusion in
schools. Yet increasing insistence on the
importance of a distinctive uniform to promote
school identity, and on school trips to provide
children with experiences outside a classroom
has the potential to exclude pupils from low-
income families if not handled sensitively. The
Department for Education and Skills (DfES)
guidance on uniform policy states that cost
considerations should always be taken into
account when policies are set. However practice
varies from school to school and there is little
monitoring of schools’ adherence to this.
Similarly, although schools can only legally ask
for ‘voluntary contributions’ to cover the costs
of trips that take place in school time, many
parents report that they feel pressurised into
paying for these, and that if they cannot find
the money their child will not be allowed to
participate.

In 2003 the Government commissioned
research to get a comprehensive picture of the
costs facing parents. The DfES research suggests
that parents of secondary school pupils spend an
average of £948.11 per year on their child’s
‘free’ education while the average cost of
sending a pupil to a state primary school is
£563.15%. Fig.1 shows the average annual spend
on meals, clothing, trips and other equipment
required for a pupil in secondary school. Parents
are also asked to contribute towards classroom
materials, music lessons and charity events.

Fig. 1

Primary Secondary
Uniform £135.15 £183.33
PE kit £44.67 £109.76
Day trips £8.32 £19.38
Residential trips £119.60 £186.72

It is unsurprising that many families will
struggle to meet these costs. The DfES survey
showed that 55 per cent of respondents in the
two lowest income groups found them difficult
to meet. Seventeen per cent of families with
children live on less than £200 a week - for
these children expensive uniforms and school
trips may be simply unaffordable®.

For families who face difficulties meeting
these costs, there are a variety of consequences.
According to One Parent Families 23 per cent of
lone parent members say that seeing their
children miss out on school and social activities
is one of the things they like least about money
being tight, and Citizens Advice Bureaux have
reported that clients are forced to borrow
money to pay for uniforms — pushing families
who are already in challenging circumstances
into debt.*

A woman receiving help with debt problems
from a CAB had to buy new uniform for two
of her sons. She was also worried that the
cost of allowing them to join the football
team and learn musical instruments would
add to her debts.

Socially, children who cannot afford all the
associated costs of school may find themselves
isolated, stigmatised and more likely to be
bullied. They may also suffer academically if
they cannot go on school trips, or cannot afford
textbooks or lesson materials. Research with
children has found that living without the
essentials required for school can seriously
jeopardise their well-being:

“Children’s accounts of their school lives
indicated that they were experiencing
considerable disadvantage within their
schools, with many reporting feeling bullied,
isolated and left out at critical stages of their
academic careers.”®

Local authorities have discretionary powers to
provide grants to low income families who may
struggle to buy school uniform, yet access to this
assistance remains an unacceptable ‘postcode
lottery’. A Citizens Advice survey found that in
2004, 42 per cent of authorities did not offer any
kind of grant for school uniform, with five per
cent offering them to families in ‘exceptional
circumstances’ only. The grants available vary
hugely in size and scope - but most would not
cover the cost of uniform for a year. In 2004, the
average amount available for a pupil
transferring from primary to secondary school
was £51.47 — not nearly enough to meet the
average costs (Citizens Advice 2004).



A CAB client on disability benefits needed to
buy a new uniform for his daughter. The
uniform could only be bought in certain
shops and the total cost amounted to £200 -
as there was no help available to meet this
cost, the client was forced to use a credit
card to pay for it.

In Wales, the Assembly has provided
earmarked funding for LEAs to provide
means tested grants for school uniform to
families from 2005. The one off grant, worth
£85, is available to all families eligible in
receipt of free school meals when their child
transfers from primary to secondary school.

Many families are turning to charities for
help with school costs — the Family Welfare
Association report that it has seen a year on
year increase in the number of parents applying
for grants to help with the cost of uniform.

The responsibility for ensuring education is
inclusive does not lie only with the government
—there is much that teachers, parents, governors
and other groups can do at a local level to
reduce the costs faced by families.

Recommendations

The Government has made it a priority to
tackle child poverty, but has so far done little to
combat the exclusion caused by the costs of
schooling. A coordinated response from
government, local authorities, schools and
parents is now needed to allow all children to
take up the opportunities that school offers.

e All schools should have an equal
opportunities policy, to ensure that no child
will be excluded from any activity in school
time due to an inability to pay.

e OFSTED should conduct a ‘themed inspection’
on the impact of school policies on children
from deprived backgrounds.

e The Government should make the funds
available in the next spending review for
local authorities to provide grants for school
uniform. This should be a statutory duty, and

grants should be available to all those in
receipt of maximum child tax credit.

e The Government's Manifesto for Education
Outside the Classroom must include a
commitment to equality of opportunity.

e The guidance on school uniforms and school
trips from the DfES should be improved, and
schools adherence to it more closely
monitored.

® Schools should be provided with ‘activity
funds' to ensure that activities and school
trips are open to all children.

Local work: an example from
Bedfordshire

In Bedfordshire, a consortium of local
agencies has been working to highlight the
costs of schooling and develop practical
solutions to make school affordable. The group
commissioned research into the costs associated
with schooling, and produced a video, in which
parents describe the demands placed on them
and how this affects their finances.®

The group have worked with schools and the
local authority to try and find ways of reducing
these costs. The Bedford Charity and the local
authority, both of which offered grants to help
meet the costs of education, have combined
their resources to make the system clearer for
parents. The group have also worked with a
‘pyramid’ of junior, middle and upper schools to
investigate ways of reducing the costs of study
and to share best practice. The following ideas,
while not eradicating the problem entirely, have
served to reduce the pressure on low-income
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Practical tips for schools, by schools

Uniform

e School clothing should be kept simple, and be
available from more than one outlet. If
branding is required, it is cheaper if badges can
be sewn on to plain clothing that is machine
washable.

e Schools can work together to reduce the cost
to parents. For example, if a primary school
uniform is the same colour as that of the
secondary it feeds, clothing can be carried over
from one school to another.

* A second hand clothing outlet in the school or
local community allows parents to buy cheaper
uniform — encouraging pupils and parents to
donate uniform when it is no longer needed.
Emphasising the ‘recycling’ aspect of such a
scheme will make it less stigmatising for
parents buying cheaper clothing.

e Parents should be provided with as much

information as possible about the help
available to them.

e Uniform should not be changed unnecessarily,

and parents should be given advance notice to
help them spread the cost.

"My local authority does not give uniform
grants, and with a new school year ahead |
am struggling to keep up. As a parent | have
to sign a form every year agreeing to the
dress code. What happens if | cannot afford
the clothes asked for?”

Caller to the One Parent Families
information line.

A family of seven were struggling to
manage on a very low income. After bills
were paid, the family were left with £140
per week for food and housekeeping: £2.85
per person per day. The family were
struggling to provide uniforms for the new
school term and the children ran a very high
risk of being bullied. FWA awarded a grant
towards the cost of the school uniforms.

School trips

e Consider whether your trips offer the best
value for money. Are there cheaper, more local
alternatives that would meet your educational
objectives?

e [f you ask for voluntary contributions, consider
how to ensure that parents who cannot afford
this are not identified, stigmatised or excluded.

e Giving parents a schedule in September of all
the trips planned in that year, along with the
expected cost, will allow parents to plan ahead.

e Let parents know which trips are essential for
the curriculum and which are recreational, and
allow them to choose the ones they feel are
the most important.

Charity events

e Are non-uniform days the best way to raise
money for charity? These can put pressure on
many low income families, due to the need to
make a contribution and the pressure to wear
fashionable clothes.

Any other tips? Send them to
school.costs@citizensadvice.org.uk
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