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CHALLENGE POVERTY WEEK: 

POVERTY & SCHOOLS 

9 OCTOBER 2025 

 
 

Introduction 

 

NASUWT - The Teachers’ Union - in addition to the support we are providing 

to our members across the UK, is committed to ensuring that Members of the 

Scottish Parliament remain informed of key information impacting our schools 

and colleges.  

 

The following briefing is provided both in support of Challenge Poverty Week - 

Monday 6th to Sunday 12th October 2025 - and also to inform priorities for the 

upcoming budget.  

 

COST OF LIVING IMPACT ON TEACHERS 

 

Our 2025 snapshot survey of teachers in Scotland, designed to support 

Challenge Poverty Week, revealed startling economic trends for the 

profession, with many teachers reporting decreased personal spending and 

an increase in financial worries compared to the same polling conducted last 

year. 

  

14% of teachers have now taken a second job to supplement their income, 

working as counsellors, delivery drivers, and as bar and shop staff, alongside 

tutoring and exam marking. 11% reported taking second jobs last year. 

  

 
MSP 

BRIEFING 
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The survey also found: 

· 31% of teachers are very worried about their financial situation, up 

from 27% last year; 

· 72% have cut back on food expenditure, up from 54% last year; 

· 53% have increased their use of credit cards, up from 36% last year; 

· 45% have cut back on essential household items, up from 36% last 

year; 

· 66% have stopped saving, up from 61% last year; 

· 37% are finding it difficult to cover energy bills, up from 28.8% last 

year. 

  

Some teachers reported spending their own money on food and school trips 

in order to support disadvantaged pupils and create equal opportunities for all 

the pupils in their classes, adding further pressure to their personal finances. 

 

The following are a selection of comments from teachers who participated in 

the survey: 

  

“I have retained a second job teaching an evening class - I started this when I 

was at the lower end of the teacher pay-scale to help out and assumed I 

would have given it up by now, once I teach the top notch of the main pay 

scale - but I can't afford to give it up, despite 5 years of pay rises in both jobs. 

When I started out, 5 years ago, this second job gave me £370 a month in my 

pocket - today it gives me £240 a month in my pocket because the tax 

thresholds have not moved.” 

   

“I take any job that pays cash... tutoring, helping at shop, serving customers, 

managing the till.” 

  

“I’m a shift manager at McDonalds.” 

  

“I do weekend work in retail.” 

  

“I’m an examiner for an international exam board.” 
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"Most of my colleagues feel that falling teacher wages is the first and key 

problem they face - especially those who have been teaching for more than 

10 years. Many of us entered the profession expecting to be a lot better paid 

than we are now. This has exacerbated issues caused by inflation and cost of 

living increases. The result is low morale among teachers, coupled with low 

morale linked to management and local authority failure to address / support 

staff with student behaviour issues." 

  

"I think there needs to be more acknowledgment and focus on staff poverty. 

Personally, I am a single income household and find my salary doesn't cover 

my basic living costs anymore. I can no longer afford to pay all my bills and 

my debt is spiralling every month. There is a cost of the school day for 

teachers too and this is never, ever even considered…The stress of poverty is 

a major contributing factor to an already extremely stressful job and negatively 

impacts mental health, which will inevitably lead to more lost days of work.” 

 

The Scottish Government needs to face facts: the cost of living crisis is only 

getting worse. We have one of the most developed economies in the world, 

yet our teachers – who already work long hours – are taking on second jobs 

to cover the basics. This is a shameful state of affairs. 

  

Teachers need full pay restoration and a long term, sustainable package that 

allows them to focus on the essential work of educating children. Right now, 

we have too many teachers worried about putting food on the table and 

keeping the lights on. 

  

We have an unstable job market that fails to produce permanent roles for a 

high number of teachers, especially those earlier in their careers. Then we 

have violent and abusive behaviour in classrooms, skyrocketing workloads, 

and when teachers want to support their pupils with ASN, we’re not able to 

give them the resources they need. It feels like we’re setting Scottish teachers 

up to fail. 
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Time is running out to offer teachers basic job security, safety in the 

classroom, and a salary to match their skills and workload. If the Scottish 

Government wants to keep teachers in the profession, they need to do better 

– and they need to do it now. 

 

COST OF LIVING CRISIS IS DERAILING EDUCATION 

 

Poverty continues to decimate the lives of children and young people, 

affecting their ability to get to school and to engage in learning.  

 

89% of teachers said that pupil behaviour had worsened over the last year, 

77% said more pupils were struggling with attendance and arriving late, and 

76% said more pupils were lacking in energy and concentration.  

 

There is concern for pupils’ access to food and appropriate clothing, with 64% 

of teachers reporting that more pupils were coming to school hungry and 64% 

observing that more were attending school in unwashed or damaged clothes. 

Around a quarter of respondents said their school now hosts its own food 

bank; 71% have provided food or clothing on an ad-hoc basis.  

 

Respondents were asked to indicate if they had seen any of the following in 

their pupils by the end of the last academic year: 

 

· More pupils unable to afford school uniform: 49%, up from 40% last 

year 

· More pupils who do not have the appropriate footwear: 53%, up from 

43% last year 

· More pupils wishing to access breakfast clubs: 38%, up from 35% 

last year 

 

Teachers responding to the survey told us that: 

 

“Hungry children seem reluctant to admit they are hungry”  
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“The two child cap means that kids from larger families are not able to be 

supported”.  

 

“We seem to have more pupils with less of everything. Our School does not 

offer a breakfast club, but more pupils and families are asking why not. We 

have been told it just isn't feasible”  

 

“Parents unable to send students in with snack food or drink”  

 

“Children seem to be coming in clothes that are not uniform and instead their 

own casual clothing. Even on PE days children are not wearing appropriate 

clothing with some coming in short because that’s all they have for PE even 

though the weather was 2°C that morning and they would be playing outside.”  

 

“Unable to participate in wider school events e.g school shows due to ticket 

costs etc”  

 

“More senior pupils prioritising part time jobs to bring money in over study”  

 

“Pupils with no lunch” 

 

It is both heart-breaking and infuriating to see poverty shrinking the 

opportunities available to the next generation. A teacher’s job is to enable 

children and young people to achieve their full potential but, instead, schools 

are forced to stretch funds to make sure their pupils do not go hungry, and 

teachers are spending precious time sourcing basic items like clean clothes. 

 

Respondents shared some of the actions they are taking to support pupils: 

 

“Opened a larder in school”  

“Agreed payment arrangements with families so pupils can participate in trips”  

“bought stuff for the class…food, treats, stationary” 

“We have a second hand uniform supply cupboard – free” 
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“I regularly take students on short trips and have a policy of taking 

biscuits/juice which I pay for or buying the students a treat to enjoy a social 

experience at a food outlet while we are out - this is because some students 

simply never have cash to do this and I want to create equity and be sure no 

child feels embarrassed being the only student whose treat is paid for - I don't 

prevent those who have cash from buying themselves an extra treat, but 

create a situation where they don't need to, so they no longer ask to spend 

their own cash. Some months I spend around £50 a month on this, as there is 

no school budget for these trips. But it's about giving all students dignity 

through parity, so I feel it is worth every penny. I'm not the only teacher at my 

school who does this”.  

 

A world-class education affords equal opportunities to every pupil, no matter 

how much money their families earn. The Scottish Government must think 

seriously about how it can alleviate the financial pressures its schools are 

facing and act urgently to make sure that every child and young person in 

their care is able to realise the kind of ambition our society is built upon. 

 

ACTIONS 

 

(1) Universal free school meals 

 

Poverty is having a catastrophic impact on our schools. Nevertheless, there 

are measures the Government can take now to improve outcomes for 

struggling pupils and their families. Universal free school meals and improving 

access to breakfast clubs are a crucial first step. 

 

We asked teachers what were the barriers they see to take up of free school 

meals. The overwhelming majority of respondents cited stigma as the main 

barrier: 

 

“Some pupils are embarrassed to take school dinner” 

“Stigma, some students don’t like to be seen taking a breakfast bag” 
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Information, form filling/paperwork and bureaucracy, literacy/digital literacy 

and peer pressure were also cited as significant barriers, with comments such 

as: 

 

“Information not always easily accessible or translated to share with EAL 

families” 

 

“Many parents not aware of their rights”  

 

“Friends going out to shops for lunch” 

 

“Pupils can only access this at lunch, so if they have not had breakfast they 

go hungry until then. And even then, the increase in the cost of school 

lunches means it doesn’t go very far” 

 

“The school meals in Scotland are free up to P5. After that, parents are often 

unaware they can even apply for free meals. If they are aware, they often do 

not wish to spend the extensive amount of time filling out government 

paperwork to access those meals, especially providing all sorts of personal 

financial details”  

 

“Poor choice. Poor quality” 

 

“I think many people who have never in their lives needed to access benefits / 

additional financial support are now sliding into that situation without knowing 

they are entitled to help”  

 

“It’s all online and many parents don’t have access to computer or understand 

technology” 

 

“It is sometimes quite difficult for children to access and I've witnessed kids 

being refused meals when they have no money on their Q cards”  
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“Our cafeteria is not big enough to support the number of pupils. We are 

significantly over the number of pupils the school is supposed to support”  

 

(2) School Funding 

 

Only 3% of respondents felt that schools had sufficient funding or capacity to 

tackle the impacts of the increased cost of living on children and young 

people.  Teachers told us that: 

 

“LA is filling classes and using composite to ensure they are filled to maximum 

capacity then reducing the staffing in the buildings. Shortage of budget to use 

to enhance school provisions as more taken up by staffing and running costs”.  

 

“Rural school especially face hardships as due to smaller populations receive 

less funding but some of these kids need it the most” 

 

“Schools barely have funding to do their core task of educating young people, 

and should not be expected to make up the shortfall for the many other 

services that are needed by learners and their families, unless significant 

funding and supports are made available” 

 

“Money worries at home can add stress to adults which can impact on 

children - as a result students may need additional support / bespoke 

timetables, but schools just do not have the money for staff”  

 

“Schools have less and less money but more and more demands on them”  

 

“50% of my school is living on the poverty line. And with almost 50% of 

children with ASN, we do not have enough staff to cope with demand”  

 

“Schools should not be taking on the role. Social work and other agencies 

should deal with that aspect” 
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“More pupils lack basics like pencils. We have to provide more and more so 

have less money for things like chemicals & equipment for experiments” 

 

“Less resources available for learners. Less support staff. More needs of 

learners. Creating a really difficult environment where so many needs are not 

being met” 

 

“As a school we have been told we need to fundraise for basic supplies”  

 

“We have had a huge influx of children due to house building, yet the money 

does not appear to be coming into school. New school have wonderful 

resources and a kitchen. Appear to be getting anything and everything, whilst 

we're struggling” 

 

“Schools are spending so much tackling this and attempting to not let children 

be disadvantaged that there is nothing left for actual learning. Children are so 

dysregulated that it’s not just money needed but time that is not available”.  

 

“School budget does not cover basic school essentials” 

 

The bottom line is that our schools don’t have a bottom line. They are in the 

red and sinking fast. Over a third of schools are using family fundraising 

activities to support core educational business and 45% confirmed that 

multiple years/departments within their school were fundraising separately.  If 

a school has to rely on charity to stay afloat, it goes without saying they do not 

have the resources to survive. Our schools can’t be expected to limp along for 

much longer without extra funding from the Government. 

 

(3) Consistent Approach across Education 

 

It remains a patchwork picture across Scotland in terms of local funding 

arrangements and support available to schools and families. Our survey data 

showed that: 
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· 10% of schools had access to a whole family wellbeing fund 

· 73% had a breakfast club 

· 15% are using PEF funding for school lunches 

· 58% said families have access to an Inclusion Support Officer/Home-

link worker/family worker 

· Only one third said their school had a cost of the school day policy 

 

With nearly 1 in 4 children living in poverty1 a consistent national approach to 

targeting and embedding support is overdue. Good practice exists but it isn’t 

being resourced or shared appropriately and in many instances the onus on 

coordinating local support should sit outwith education. Greater strategic 

ownership is required from Scottish Government. 

 

When we asked teachers to share good practice from their school or area, we 

were given plenty of examples, with many teachers and schools going 

significantly above and beyond to support local communities: 

 

“We keep a bank of school uniform that can be accessed by pupils or parents”  

 

“Some schools get leftovers from Asda and they give to school and parents, 

staff and children help themselves with whatever they need for the day” 

 

“We have a kindness locker where students can without judgement find 

essential items such as toiletries and stationery”  

 

“Hiring a part time home link officer to investigate issues people are 

experiencing inform parents/carers of services” 

 

“Inclusive, free breakfast for all children, clothing bank, access to welfare 

officer” 

 

                                            
1 https://www.jrf.org.uk/poverty-in-scotland-2025 
 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/poverty-in-scotland-2025
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“Citizens Advice advisor visits our school once a fortnight - parents and carers 

are encouraged to come into school for consultations and we get tremendous 

feedback about how CA is helping parents access financial support / deal with 

debt * Guidance staff are very aware of additional financial support funds and 

the help local authorities can offer - eg, one student was offered a showering 

programme due to personal hygiene concerns, guidance teacher then 

became aware there was an issue with bathing facilities at home and set in 

motion a house move for the family via the local authority; once a year the 

school gives goodie bags of clothes etc to selected students who are believed 

to be in need - but it is described as a reward for good behaviour/achievement 

etc, not as something meeting a financial need; one guidance teacher 

secured funding for a student whose family had never been on holiday (not 

sure where from, but it was a public fund)” 

 

“Excellent food bank facility within school and well-resourced breakfast club 

Designing a website to share, it's free and there's no stigma around it” 

 

“We share our items from a local depot that has unwanted goods often 

returned from Amazon”  

 

“We go to m&s and collect free food they will otherwise throw out and put this 

on a table at home time for families to help themselves. We make up food 

parcels if a family let us know they are struggling. We give out clothes and 

school supplies”  

 

“jacket swap - good quality jackets that have out grown then bring to school 

and someone else can take it - asda has donated pinafores and left over 

uniform at end of each year - food collections and food coupons given to 

families applying for footwear fund and buying shoes to give to pupils that 

needed them”  

 

“Printed work available for all instead of only online homework. Technology 

available for all pupils in class” 
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“Funding of senior trips, clothing/food grants, forest schools” 

 

“I as well as many others in my school have a supply of fruit and snacks”  

 

“My school isn’t doing well on this issue but I’ve seen schools and worked in 

schools which had a uniform closet with uniform pieces they could have. I've 

seen schools with cabinets pupils could access for supplies when they need 

them”  

 

“Poverty proofing: things are done on a donation or pay what you can basis. 

Fundraising for school trips rather than expecting parents or parent council to 

pay” 

 

(4) Coherent National Approach in Scotland 

 

Poverty is harming education. It is undeniable that schools are working hard 

to pick up the pieces of rising levels of child poverty, caused by the worst cost 

of living crisis in half a century but this cannot sit with schools alone.  

 

We asked teachers if there were any other impacts of the cost of living crisis 

they would like to raise and some responses are set out below: 

 

“Poverty is affecting everything in and out of school”  

 

“Rise in anti immigrant sentiments” 

 

“Rural poverty is a huge issue as not only to we have lack of funding but also 

lack of resources to help and educate” 

  

“Ongoing budget freezes and cuts continue to diminish the quality of 

educational provision, in spite of the efforts of committed teachers who try to 

maintain standards in the face of reduced staffing, funding, resourcing and 

support. The sector is on its knees and will be in crisis in the near future 

unless there are dramatic improvements.  
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“I feel that blazers and shirt and tie should be scrapped. Simplify and make 

uniform more affordable” 

 

“Lack of time to accommodate pupils with increasing support needs due to 

their poverty” 

 

“Staff training”  

 

“Increased negative impact on wellbeing due to stress and anxiety caused by 

cost of living” 

 

“Communication is a massive one, we don’t communicate on these issues 

enough allowing them to be hidden. SIMD also isn’t working”  

 

“Staff are missing out on training because schools are spending so much of 

their budget on Cost of Living related activities. Staff are stressed constantly 

about money, as they are having to deal with increased Cost of Living whilst 

also half financing a class”  

 

“I am on supply and have no longevity or ability to plan for the future. It is 

debilitating!”  

 

For further information, please contact: 

nasuwt@mail.nasuwt.org.uk 

www.nasuwt.org.uk    

Matt Wrack 

General Secretary 

mailto:nasuwt@mail.nasuwt.org.uk
http://www.nasuwt.org.uk/

