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2 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

Executive summary

Given that education policy is a devolved matter across the UK, a natural question to ask is how
school spending per pupil differs across the four nations of the UK. In this short report, we show
how school spending per pupil has changed across the four nations of the UK over time. We also
directly show how the level of COVID-related spending on schools differed across the four
nations of the UK. To ensure consistent comparisons, our measure of school spending relates to
spending on the early years, schools and school sixth forms per pupil aged 3—19 attending these

settings in each nation.

Key findings

1. After 2010, school spending per pupil fell across all four nations of the UK.
Between 2009-10 and 2018-19, school spending per pupil fell by 8% in real terms in
England and by 5% in real terms in Wales. In Northern Ireland, there was a fall of 8%
in the shorter period between 2011-12 and 2018-19. In Scotland, there was a fall of
6%2% between 2009-10 and 2014-15.

2. Since then, spending per pupil has mostly recovered back to 2010 levels across
England, Wales and Northern Ireland, with increases of about 8% in real terms in
England and Wales between 2018-19 and 2022-23, and of 11% in Northern Ireland.
This leaves school spending at about £7,200 per pupil across England, Wales and
Northern Ireland in 2022—-23. This may end up a little higher in Wales once extra
funding has been agreed for a higher teacher pay settlement. In Northern Ireland, there
is more uncertainty, with no agreement reached on teacher pay levels stretching back
to 2021 and signals of budget cuts for next year.

3. In Scotland, large increases in school spending since 2014 have more than
reversed past cuts. There was a 13% real-terms increase between 2014—15 and
2019-20, reflecting growth in specific grants over time and a large increase in teacher
pay of 7% in 2019. There was then further growth in spending per pupil of 6%2%
between 2019-20 and 2022—-23, reflecting expansion in early years funding and further
increases in teacher pay. This makes for a total rise of 21% between 2014-15 and
2022-23 and leaves spending per pupil in Scotland at over £8,500 in 2022-23, over
18% or £1,300 higher than in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023



3 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

4. There have been different pressures on school budgets from changing pupil
numbers across the UK. In England, spending has had to keep pace with a 13% rise
in pupil numbers between 2009—-10 and 2022—-23, whilst in Northern Ireland there was
an 8% rise in pupil numbers between 2011-12 and 2022-23. In Scotland, there was
much slower growth in pupil numbers (2% between 2009-10 and 2022-23). This
meant that total spending only had to grow by a little more in Scotland (15%) than in
England (12%) to deliver a much larger rise in spending per pupil in Scotland (13%)
than in England (-1%) between 2009-10 and 2022-23. In very stark contrast, pupil
numbers have hardly changed at all in Wales over the last thirteen years, which meant
that a 3% increase in total spending allowed for a 3% increase in spending per pupil
between 2009-10 and 2022-23.

5. All four nations are now expected to see falls in pupil numbers of about 6—8%
over the next five years. On a national level, this might make it easier to deliver real-
terms increases in spending per pupil as money is spread over a smaller population.
However, at an individual school level, falling pupil rolls can create budgetary problems
if costs do not fall in line with pupil numbers.

6. During the pandemic and the aftermath, all four nations provided extra funding
to schools to help with extra costs and to aid education recovery. We estimate
that total COVID-related spending on schools across 2020-21 and 2021-22 was
highest in Wales and Northern Ireland, at about £800 per pupil in total across the two
years. It was lower in England and Scotland, at about £300 per pupil, though the figure
for Scotland may be a slight underestimate due to extra funding through the main local
government settlement.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023



4 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

1. Introduction

Given that education policy is a devolved matter across the UK, a natural question to ask is how
school spending per pupil differs across the four nations of the UK. In this short report, we show
how school spending per pupil has changed across the four nations of the UK over time. This
illustrates that school spending per pupil is broadly similar in England, Wales and Northern
Ireland, though the three nations have seen very different pressures from changing pupil
numbers. Following recent boosts, school spending per pupil is now significantly higher in
Scotland.

Producing consistent comparisons

Differences in data sources and funding systems can make it difficult to compare school
spending across nations. In our analysis, we have sought to define a common measure based on
total day-to-day school spending on children aged 3—19 by schools, local authorities and funding
agencies. This includes early years and pre-primary spending on 3- and 4-year-olds, as well as
school sixth form funding to ensure comparability, given that some nations include this funding
as part of school allocations. Differences in sixth form and early years provision across the four
nations could drive differences in total funding per pupil aged 3—19. In practice, however, these
differences are likely to be small given that total funding is largely made up of core schools

funding for pupils aged 5-16.

More generally, whilst we have sought to make these measures as comparable as possible, there
are always potential limitations with comparing data from different sources, which we highlight
for individual nations. Figures for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in 2022-23 should be
treated as provisional plans. Figures for Scotland and Wales? are likely to increase as a result of
agreements on teacher pay and expectations of extra funding to pay for these higher awards. The

same could also apply to England and Northern Ireland when agreements are reached.

It is also important to highlight the critical role played by the pandemic since 2020-21. In the
first instance, this led to higher levels of funding to schools to help with extra costs, though some
schools spent less on some areas whilst they were closed to most pupils (e.g. energy and

catering). In the second instance, there was extra spending focused on education recovery. Given

1 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-64906111.
2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-65055888.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023
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that such spending is included as part of standard spending in some nations, we include it for all
nations. This leads to jumps in spending in both 2020-21 and 2021-22.

To aid understanding, we also estimate spending per pupil over time excluding COVID-related
spending. These figures should be treated as approximations and with some caution as spending
did not always occur through standard mechanisms. Some spending also became regularised as
part of core spending. However, these estimates do provide a useful guide to the underlying
trends in core school spending. We also directly show the level of COVID-related spending

across the four nations.

The pandemic also led to unusual trends in the key measure of inflation used for assessing ‘real-

terms’ trends in spending over time. In particular, the GDP deflator rose by over 6% in 2020-21

and then fell by nearly 1% in 2021-22. In reality, the specific costs faced by schools are likely to
have followed a smoother trend. The single-year changes in 2020-21 and 2021-22 should

therefore be treated with some caution.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023



6 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

2. Comparing spending per
pupil across UK nations

Figure 1 shows the level of school spending per pupil across the four nations of the UK (with
and without COVID-related spending in 202021 and 2021-22). With some important
exceptions, the trends and levels in core spending per pupil have been broadly similar across
England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Figure 1. School spending per pupil across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland
(2022-23 prices), actual and planned spending

——England —Wales Scotland ——Northern Ireland
Dashed lines exclude estimated COVID-related spending in 2020-21 and 2021-22

£19,000 - --mrmm oo
£8,500 ---mrmmmrmmm AN

£8,000 - m

Plans for
2022-23

£7,500

£7,000

£6,500

£6,000

£5,500

£5,000

2009-10

2010-11

2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

2017-18

2018-19

2019-20

2020-21

2021-22

Note: Sources at end of document.
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7 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

Similar levels across England, Wales and
Northern Ireland

Between 2009—-10 and 2018-19, spending per pupil fell by 8% in real terms in England and by
5% in real terms in Wales. In Northern Ireland, there was a fall of 8% in the shorter period
between 2011-12 and 2018-19 (we can only produce consistent comparisons back to 2011-12
in Northern Ireland).

Since then, spending per pupil has increased across all three nations, though at slightly different
rates. Spending per pupil in England grew by 72% in real terms between 2018—-19 and 2022-23.
This mostly reflects increases in funding announced at recent spending reviews. The figures for
England are also higher than we have previously published as we include the grant for additional
employer pension contributions (Drayton et al., 2022). This ensures consistency with figures for

other nations.

In Wales, spending per pupil rose by 8% in real terms between 2018—19 and 2022-23, a similar
rate of growth to England. However, the level of spending in Wales in 2022-23 should be
treated as provisional as there could still be extra within-year spending to meet the cost of a
higher teacher pay settlement for 2022-23.% As a result of this settlement, teachers in Wales are
due to receive a salary rise of 6.5% in 2022-23, plus a non-consolidated bonus worth 1.5% of
total salary, and then a 5% rise for 2023-24.

In Northern Ireland, spending per pupil grew by 11% in real terms between 2018—-19 and 2022—
23. This higher growth partly reflects delays in agreeing and funding salary rises for teachers.
The annual teacher pay awards for September 2017 and September 2018 were not agreed until
April 20204 and were only paid to schools and teachers as back-pay from 2020-21 onwards. The
awards for 2019 and 2020 were then agreed in March 2021, with back-pay funding included for
2021-22. This delay in agreeing teacher pay levels led spending per pupil to be depressed in
2017-19 and increased for 2020 and 2021. Pay awards for 2021-22 and 2022-232 are also still
to be agreed and will likely lead to another spike in funding to cover back-pay in 2022-23 or
2023-24. The reported figure for spending per pupil in 2022—23 should be treated as provisional.
Indeed, it may be that the level for 2022—23 is not sustained in future years given reports of
budget cuts for 2023-24.5

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-65055888.

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/tnc-202001 -agreement-between-management-and-trade-union-side-

28-april-2020.
5 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-65166921.

6 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-65129353.
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The net result of these trends is that spending per pupil is currently expected to be very similar
across England, Wales and Northern Ireland in 2022-23, at about £7,200 per pupil.

It is important to note that total school spending per pupil was boosted by COVID-related
spending in both 2020-21 and 2021-22. This is part of the explanation for apparent falls in
spending per pupil in 2022-23. Measures of spending per pupil excluding COVID-related
spending show smoother patterns over time. It is also important to note that figures for spending
per pupil across all four nations will include some COVID-related funding in 2022-23, as well

as legacy initiatives that have effectively merged into core funding.

Higher levels of spending in Scotland

Spending per pupil is now significantly higher in Scotland than in the rest of the UK. Between
2009-10 and 2014-15, spending per pupil fell by 642% in real terms in Scotland, mirroring the
cuts occurring across the rest of the UK. These cuts were more than unwound, with spending per
pupil growing by 13% in real terms between 2014—-15 and 2019-20. Some of this growth in
spending can be explained by greater use of specific grants from central government, such as the
Pupil Equity Fund, which, like the Pupil Premium in England, provides extra funding to schools
with more disadvantaged pupils. Total specific grants grew from just under £50 million in 2014—
15 (less than 1% of total school spending) to reach over £500 million in 2019-20 (9% of total
school spending).

In 2019-20, there was a large single increase of 5%2% in real terms or an extra £400 per pupil.
This increase largely reflects the Scottish Government’s decision to increase teacher pay scales
by 7% from April 2019 (with a further increase of 3% backdated to April 2018).” This led to an
unusually high level of spending per pupil in 2019-20.

Between 2019-20 and 2022-23, there has been further real-terms growth of 6'2% in school
spending per pupil. The true level of spending per pupil is also likely to end up higher than this
now the teacher pay dispute has been settled. Teachers in Scotland have agreed to a salary rise of
7% for 2022-23 (higher than the original proposal of 5%) and a further 7% in 2023-24 (paid in
two stages, with a 5% increase in April 2023 and a further 2% in January 2024). These figures
already include £320 million extra funding for 2022-23 and 2023-24.% but the level of extra
funding could well end up higher.

Part of the reason for further growth in total school spending per pupil reflects extra funding to

pay for the expansion of early learning and childcare, with all 3- and 4-year-olds (and eligible 2-

7 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-47487093.
8 https://www.gov.scot/news/historic-pay-offer-for-teachers/.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023
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9 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

year-olds) now entitled to the equivalent of 30 hours’ free early learning and childcare during
term time. (In England and Wales, this only applies to working parents.) In 202223, there was
total funding of over £500 million to pay for this expansion, which accounts for well over half of

the estimated £800 million in specific grants in 2022-23.

By 2022-23, planned spending per pupil is currently estimated to be over £8,500 per pupil,
about 13% higher than in 2009—-10. This still leaves spending per pupil in Scotland over 18%
higher than in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. These differences may end up being higher

once agreements are reached on teacher pay across all four nations.

Different pressures from pupil numbers

Underlying these changes in spending per pupil, there have been quite different changes in total
spending and pupil numbers across the UK. As Figure 2 shows, there has been rapid growth in
pupil numbers in England of 13% between 2009—10 and 2022-23. Total growth in spending has
just about matched this over the period as a whole, with the measure of spending per pupil in
England about the same in 202223 as it was in 2009-10.

Figure 2. Changes in total spending, pupil numbers and spending per pupil across England,
Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland* between 2009-10 and 2022-23

16%
14%
12%

10%

8%

6%

4%

- o i

- -

-2%
Total spending Pupils Spending per pupil

mEngland ®mWales Scotland  ®N. Ireland*

* Figures for Northern Ireland relate to the period 2011-12 to 2022-23.
Note: Sources at end of document.

In sharp contrast, pupil numbers have only grown by 2% in Scotland over the same period and
have hardly changed at all in Wales. This allowed a 15% growth in total spending in Scotland
(only a bit larger than in England) to translate into a 13% growth in spending per pupil. In

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023



10 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?

Wales, total spending only grew by 3% between 2009-10 and 2022-23, much less than in the
other nations of the UK. However, because of the lack of growth in pupil numbers, this directly

translated into 3% overall growth in spending per pupil.

The trends for Northern Ireland lie somewhere in between those seen for the other nations of the
UK. Pupil numbers grew by 8% between 2011-12 and 2022-23. This meant that 10% growth in
total spending delivered 2% growth in spending per pupil.

From these figures, Wales stands out as seeing much lower growth in total spending than that
seen in other nations of the UK, partly reflecting much lower pressures from changes in pupil

numbers.

Looking to the future, all four nations are likely to experience a similar drop in pupil numbers
over the near future. In England, the number of pupils in state-funded schools is expected to fall
by 6% over the next five years, between 2023 and 2028.° In Wales, the number of pupils in
maintained schools is expected to drop by 7% over those years.'? In Scotland, the number of
pupils is expected to fall by 7% between 2022 and 2027."" And in Northern Ireland, the number
of children aged 5-14 is forecast to fall by 7-8% between 2023 and 2028."% Naturally, these falls

are expected to initially be larger in primary schools, before then feeding into secondary schools.

On one level, falls in pupil numbers will allow spending to go further, with existing spending
levels spread over a smaller population. A given increase in total spending will deliver a larger
increase in spending per pupil. However, falling pupil numbers will create challenges for
individual schools. Mostly pupil-led funding systems will lead to falls in funding for many
schools. With costs mostly fixed in the short run, some schools may find it difficult to cover
costs.

9 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/national-pupil-projections.

10 https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Education-and-Skills/Schools-and-Teachers/Schools-Census/Pupil-

Projections.
1 https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-projections/.

12 https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/2020-based-interim-population-projections-northern-ireland.
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3. Differences in COVID-related
spending

Finally, we show the level of COVID-related spending per pupil during the peak of the
pandemic in 2020-21 and 2021-22. This gives a sense of how much COVID-related spending is
pushing up recorded spending in these years. These figures only relate to day-to-day spending on
nurseries and schools, and include both support for extra costs (such as cleaning or school
meals) and for education recovery. As such, they may differ from other figures published
focusing on education recovery only or figures across the whole education system (Sibieta and
Cottell, 2021). We focus on the cumulative total across the two years given the slight differences

in the profile of how spending is recorded across the two years.

As can be seen from Figure 3, there seems to be a clear difference across the four nations, with
Wales and Northern Ireland spending about £800 per pupil in total across the two years in
today’s prices, and England and Scotland spending about £300 per pupil. In what follows, we
detail the major areas of spending across the four nations. All figures are in cash terms to be

consistent with familiar figures in the public domain.

Figure 3. COVID-related school spending per pupil across England, Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland, 2020-21 and 2021-22
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Note: Sources at end of document.
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In England, COVID-related spending on schools and the early years totalled about £1.4 billion
in 2020-21 and £1 billion in 2021-22. This includes £800 million on recovery or catch-up
premiums allocated directly to schools, nearly £500 million on free school meal vouchers and
£300 million on the national tutoring programme. This equated to a total of £300 per pupil over
the two years in today’s prices. On top of this, the government has committed an additional
£350 million for the national tutoring programme in 2022—23 and at least £300 million per year

for the continuation of the recovery premium (into 2023-24).

The Welsh Government provided about £150 million in COVID-related grants for schools and
the early years in 2020-21 and £200 million in 2021-22. This includes about £130 million for
the Recruit, Recover and Raise Standards programme over these two years, which is due to
continue through to 2024-25. It also includes over £90 million in funding for free school meals
during holiday periods. Total funding equates to about £800 per pupil in today’s prices over
2020-21 and 2021-22 combined. The true figure is likely to be higher, however, as the Welsh
Government also provided more general support for local authorities, some of which will have

been used for education.

The Scottish Government provided about £200 million of COVID-related grants in 2020-21 and
£50 million in 2021-22. This mostly relates to education recovery or additional staff (at least
£230 million across the two years). This equates to about £340 per pupil over the two years. As
with Wales, however, the true figure is likely to be higher as the Scottish Government also
provided more general support to local authorities. Moreover, a number of general grants for
2021-22 relate to areas of spending that were treated as COVID-related in other nations. This
includes funding for a ‘summer of play’ (£15 million), free school meals holiday support

(£22 million) and additional funding to increase teacher numbers and pupil support assistants
(£50 million). This would amount to a further £120 per pupil.

COVID-related spending on schools was also relatively high in Northern Ireland, at about £790
per pupil in today’s prices across 2020-21 and 2021-22 combined. Total funding in 2020-21
amounted to £140 million, most of which related to the provision of free school meals (about
£50 million) and the Education Restart programme (over £60 million). For 2021-22, total
funding was about £110 million, including over £20 million for the Engage programme focused
on education recovery and over £20 million on free school meal provision. These programmes

have now come to an end, with COVID legacy programmes not taken forward into 2023-24.

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023
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4. Conclusions

To summarise, the level of school spending per pupil is currently planned to be quite similar
across England, Wales and Northern Ireland in 2022-23, at about £7,200 per pupil. This may go
up in some cases when all nations have agreed teacher pay levels and any consequent extra
funding. Across all three nations, cuts to spending per pupil have been effectively reversed by
more recent increases. However, each nation has got to this position from quite different
pressures from changing pupil numbers. In England, rapid rises in pupil numbers have been just
about matched by rises in spending over the last 12 years, such that spending per pupil is now
largely back to where it was in 2010. In Wales, by contrast, pupil numbers have hardly changed,

such that a small rise in spending allowed for a small rise in spending per pupil.

The picture in Scotland is quite different, with significantly higher levels of school spending per
pupil, at least £8,500 per pupil in 2022-23 prices. To some extent, school spending per pupil has
been higher in Scotland for a long period (being about 6% or £400 higher per pupil in 2011-12).
However, by 202223, it was at least 18% or £1,300 higher than in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland.

Such differences naturally prompt questions about whether higher funding is leading to better
educational outcomes or narrower inequalities in Scotland. The empirical evidence would
suggest that it should. However, the evidence also highlights that just doing simple correlations
in funding and outcomes is not particularly informative either, as the relationship between
funding and outcomes is a complex one. For instance, much of the recent increases in school
spending in Scotland have been driven by increased spending on the early years, which would
take a very long time to filter through to test scores or other educational outcomes. Nevertheless,
it is noteworthy that despite having the highest level of school spending per pupil across the UK
for a long period, test scores in reading, maths and science in Scotland have either stayed the
same or been going down over time in PISA international comparisons (Scottish Government,
2019).

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, April 2023
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Sources

School spending figures for England are taken from figure 5.1 in Drayton et al. (2022). COVID-related
spending is taken from Department for Education, ‘Consolidated annual report and accounts 2021 to 2022’
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/department-for-education-consolidated-annual-report-and-
accounts-2021-t0-2022) and ‘School funding statistics 2022-23’ (https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-funding-statistics).

Total school spending for Wales is taken from StatsWales, ‘Education revenue expenditure’
(https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Local-Government/Finance/Revenue/Education), with 2022-23
nowcasted based on Welsh Government, ‘Local authority budgeted expenditure on schools’
(https://www.gov.wales/local-authority-budgeted-expenditure-schools-april-2022-march-2023). Figures on
COVID-related education spending were supplied by Welsh Government and we have included grants that
relate to early years or schools, rather than further or higher education. Number of full-time-equivalent
pupils in state-funded schools taken from Welsh Government, ‘Schools’ census results’, 2017 and 2022.
Pupil numbers for January 2023 are projected based on StatsWales, ‘Pupil projections’.

Total school spending for Scotland is based on net revenue spending on early learning and childcare,
schools and all education-related specific grants from central government (specific grant figures relate to
schools in 2009-10 and 2010-11, but also include the relatively small number of non-schools education
specific grants from 2011-12 onwards). These figures were kindly supplied by the Scottish Government on
a consistent basis from the underlying data for ‘Scottish local government finance statistics’, 2009-10 to
2019-20 (https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/). Figures for revenue
education spending and specific grants for 2020—-21 were taken from ‘Scottish local government finance
statistics’, 2020—-21 (https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/). Figures for
2021-22 and 2022-23 were from ‘Local government provisional outturn and budget estimates’
(https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-2021-22-provisional-outturn-2022-23-budget-
estimates/). Ring-fenced specific grants for 2021-22 and 2022-23 (and COVID-related grants for 2020-21
and 2021-22) are based on ‘Local government finance circular 5/2021: settlement for 2021-2022’
(https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-finance-circular-5-2021-settlement-for-2021-2022/)
and ‘Local government finance circular 1/2022: settlement for 2022-23’
(https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-finance-circular-1-2022-settlement-for-2022-23/),
together with an assumed cash-terms freeze in other central government grants. Full-time-equivalent pupil
numbers are calculated as the sum of pupils in state-funded schools and early education centres
(https://www.gov.scot/collections/school-education-statistics/).

Total spending for Northern Ireland is defined as the General Schools Budget for 2011-12 to 2016-17 as
detailed in the Salisbury Review (https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/independent-review-
common-funding-scheme-1) and Northern Ireland Audit Office, ‘The financial health of schools’
(https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/publications/financial-health-schools-0). Figures for 2017—18 to 2021-22
relate to the outturn figures for the Aggregated Schools Budget plus the Education Authority Block Grant
and Education Authority Earmarked Budgets as kindly supplied by the Department for Education, Northern
Ireland. Figures for 2022-23 are taken from Department of Finance, Northern Ireland Budget Bill,
Supporting Memorandum — 2022-23 and should be treated as provisional. COVID-related spending figures
were also kindly supplied by the Department for Education, Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland pupil
numbers relate to full-time-equivalent pupils at all schools, excluding independent schools and pre-school
Sure Start centres (https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/school-enrolments-northern-ireland-
summary-data).

HM Treasury GDP deflators, March 2023 (https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/gdp-deflators-at-
market-prices-and-money-gdp).
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15 How does school spending per pupil differ across the UK?
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