
What do I need to go to school? 

What do I need to go to school? What is the first thing you think of when you hear this 
question? Maybe your mind goes first to certain qualities like ambition or aspiration, or 
maybe you think about the practical things like a schoolbag, pens, paper, etc. Both are 
important, in our last two papers we talked about how social background can impact the 
former — that children become aware of the social injustices impacting their education 
and adjust their expectations and aspirations accordingly — but what about the latter? 
What is the relationship between background and the practical things needed for school?  

If you were to make a list of everything needed for a typical School day it would maybe 
look something like this: 

Schoolbag 
Paper  
Pens 
Files/Folders  
Calculator 
Books/Textbooks 
Maths equipment - Ruler, Protractor, etc. 
School Uniform 
School Shoes 
PE Kit 
Food 
Transport to and from school 

These are all needed for a typical day at school, but does that mean every child in school 
has them? We are very fortunate to live in the UK where education is free, but the cost of 
sending children to school remains relatively high, especially for low income families. 
According to NICCY’s 2017 Survey on the cost of education, families in Northern Ireland on 
average spend £1222 per child per school year. Up to GCSE’s children will have 12 years of 
education, so thats £1222 x 12 = £14,664 for a child’s full school career to GCSE Level 
(assuming that prices of items don’t increase year to year). £14,664 is a lot of money for 
any family to pay for School essentials, but particularly for low income families this can be 
a huge financial pressure. As a result, children from low income families may be less likely 
to be able to afford the items on this list, meaning their education and experience of 
school may suffer. It is also worth noting that this figure is per child, and will be considerably 
more for families with more than one child.  

This cost of school can be a huge financial pressure for many parents in low income 
families, many parents work hard to provide these essential school items (47% of children 
living in poverty in Northern Ireland live in a household with at least one parent in work) but 
with increasing prices and financial pressures elsewhere, many families are struggling 
under the current climate. Furthermore, budget cuts in education mean that Schools have 
less funding to cover certain costs, having no option but to reduce their spending in some 
areas leaving certain expenses up to parents. This is not to say that schools aren’t doing 
enough to help, in some schools food banks have been set up in staff rooms by teachers 
to provide for families struggling to afford food for the week.  

In a 2018 NEU survey, 53% of Teachers/Classroom Assistants said that they personally 
provided school equipment to children from low-income families at least once a term. 
Some of these items included food, books, stationary, PE kits, uniforms, sanitary products, 
personal hygiene products, and transport costs. In a country that has the 5th largest 
economy in the world, individual teachers are providing the essential items for many 
children out of their own salary. This is disappointing.  



At Aspire, we work with children in school to help bridge the educational attainment gap, 
but behind the scenes we also research, discuss, and lobby for change. By 2021/2022, it is 
predicted that 5.2 million children will live below the poverty line in the UK. We want to do 
something about this. As a society, with the 5th largest economy in the world, we have to 
do much better than this.  

We don’t believe that a young person should be disadvantaged in school because of 
their background. If you want to get involved with Aspire please get in contact with us. If 
you want to talk about anything in this paper further, we would love to hear from you. We 
want to invite you to partner with us, you can pray for us, bless us financially, or volunteer 
your time with us. The cost of school is a real, live, financial pressure for families living close 
to you, and together we can do something about this.  


