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Schools need an NHS-style funding settlement

The current school funding crisis has been 
well documented and received national 
coverage over the past couple of years. The 
Department for Education (DfE) continues 
its mantra that more money is being spent on 
education than ever before but fails to point 
out that there are also more pupils in the 
school system than ever before. So, what is 
the truth about school funding and why are 
schools shouting louder than ever before that 
they need more money?

One of the best sources to try to answer this 
question is the independent Institute for 
Fiscal Studies which has produced copious 
amounts of research evidence on the current 
state of school funding. Some of the key 
arguments they have deployed are rehearsed 
below.

How much money is being spent on schools?

Education is the second largest element of 
public spending after health and in 2019-
20 the spend on the core schools and high 
needs budget will be £43.5 billion. This 
figure is often quoted by the DfE as being 
at record levels, but schools have also faced 
significant cost pressures as the DfE has 
moved to impose more costs on schools 
which would previously have been met by 
central government.

What are the cost pressures which schools 
have faced?

The DfE’s own analysis shows that schools 
have faced significant cost pressures in the 
four years from 2016-17 to 2019-20. In 2016-
17 schools faced cost pressures of 3.4% and 
these have risen to 8.7% in 2019-20. These 
cost pressures have arisen from a number of 
factors which include inflationary pressures 
on non-staff spending, the apprenticeship 
levy, annual pay awards and salary increases, 
the teachers’ pension scheme and increased 
national insurance contributions.

So, what is the outcome of spending increases 
being offset by cost pressures on schools?

The Institute for Fiscal Studies’ widely 
respected and widely quoted report on Long-
run trends in school spending in England in 
2016 showed that schools are facing real terms 
cuts of 8% (when cost pressures are taken 
into account) over the period 2015 – 2020. It 
is worth quoting a key paragraph from their 
report in full:

“Over the current parliament, the government 
has committed to freezing school spending per 
pupil in cash terms. Given current inflation 
expectations, this is expected to result in a 
real-terms cut in school spending per pupil 
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of at least 7% (or about 8% if we account 
for changes in the costs likely to be faced by 
schools). This would be the largest real-terms 
fall over any period since at least the late 
1970s.”

What should happen about school funding 
from now on?

It is striking that there is a close similarity 
between the DfE’s own figure of 8.7% for 
cumulative cost pressures faced by schools in 
England and the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
figure of 8% real terms cuts. Analysts therefore 
appear to agree that schools face real terms 
cuts of around 8% over the period 2015 to 
2020.

The DfE needs to be more honest and less 
disingenuous in its presentation of the figures 
on school funding, a point noted by the UK 
Statistics Authority who have criticised the 
DfE over its “potentially misleading” claims 
on schools funding.

In June 2018 the Prime Minister set out plans 
for increased funding of £20.5 billion per year 
for the NHS by the end of the 5-year funding 
plan period. This represents a 3.4% per year 
real terms increase in health spending over the 
next five years.

I’m sure no-one will disagree that the NHS 
deserves this generous settlement.

Isn’t it now time that we developed a similarly 
generous settlement for the nation’s schools 
so that they can invest in the future of the 
country’s schoolchildren?

As we approach the Comprehensive Spending 
Review (CSR) later this year the headteachers 
who marched on Downing Street earlier 
this year are waiting expectantly for the 
Chancellor to deliver for the next biggest and 
most important public service after the NHS – 
our nation’s schools.

A failure to act on school funding in the CSR 
will turn the current crisis in our schools into a 
full-blown catastrophe.
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