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Introduction 
The Department for Education started publishing schools’ spending data for England almost 10 years 

ago. In that time there have been significant changes in education, not least the conversion of most 

secondary schools from maintained ones into academies. Over 500 free schools are now open across 

every region of England, with the prime minister pledging in September 2019 to open a further 220 

over the coming years.1 

Yet all too often, discussions of total education spending are conflated with outcomes. Rather than 

merely looking at school revenues, the data offered by the Department for Education incorporates 

achievement with the proportion of pupils on free school meals, the number of supply teachers, total 

teaching staff spending and income per pupil. The percentage of pupils on free school meals is a 

common measure of deprivation and is often used by the government to target spending, while 

income per pupil measures how much money is reaching the frontline. These outcomes are far more 

important to taxpayers than the abstract spending sums talked about by government ministers. Using 

regression analysis and other statistical tools, this paper provides an update on our 2011 publication, A 
statistical analysis of secondary school spending2 using Department for Education datasets for 2017-

18. 

Key findings 
▪ Spending on supply teachers in English secondary schools in 2017-18 was £61.8 million, or 

£21,472 per school. This is a substantial decline from 2009-10 – the first year such data was 
available – when the total was £293 million in non-academy secondary schools alone.  

▪ Schools with more than 30 per cent of pupils on free school meals (comprising 184 schools) 
spent less on supply teachers compared to 2009-10, averaging at £16,702. This compares to 
£21,805 for schools with less than 30 per cent of pupils on free school meals.  

▪ Compared to 2009-10, there is now a weaker correlation of supply teacher spending with the 
percentage of children on free school meals, meaning children who most needed stability in 
their teachers were more likely to receive it.  

▪ Progress 8 gauges a student’s improvement between key stage 2 and 4. The progress 8 
measure for the 184 schools with more than 30 per cent of pupils on free school meals was on 
average -0.28. It was 0.02 for the remaining schools.   

▪ The average income per pupil in schools with more than 30 per cent of pupils on free school 
meals was £7,801. At the remaining schools, it was £6,033.  

▪ The proportion of pupils on free school meals in maintained, free schools and academies was 
14.6 per cent, 15.5 per cent and 12.9 per cent respectively. The average income per pupil in 
maintained, free schools and academies was £6,035, £8,093 and £6,093 respectively. 

▪ This means that free schools teach a higher proportion of disadvantaged pupils, receiving 
higher income per pupil, while achieving higher attainment. Free schools therefore perform 
better compared to maintained and academy schools. Maintained schools’ progress 8 measure 
was -0.05, compared to 0.27 in free schools and 0.02 in academies. 

 
1 Mills, B et al., Free schools in England: 2019 report, Education Policy Institute, October 2019, p. 14. 
2 Cook, S., A statistical analysis of secondary school spending, TaxPayers’ Alliance, 24 February 2011. 
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▪ There is also evidence that academy schools perform better than maintained schools. 
However, there is an underperformance by sponsor-led academies whose progress 8 measure 
was -0.19, compared to converter academies’ 0.11. 

Click here to see the full dataset 

 

Analysis 
Spending by English secondary schools was used – both for academies and maintained schools – on a 

‘per pupil’ basis. This allows for variation in the size of schools. In particular, the relationship between 

whether the percentage of pupils on free school meals affected expenditure and achievement was 

examined, since this is a commonly used measure of deprivation. 

The progress 8 measure was introduced in 2016. This aims to assess the progress that pupils make 

from the end of primary school to the end of key stage 4 (year 11), compared to other pupils across 

England. It is designed to measure the value added by the school by comparing pupils’ results to the 

actual achievements of other pupils with similar prior attainment.3 A score of zero means that pupils 

progressed in line with the average of their peers from the end of primary school. A negative score 

does not mean pupils did not make progress. Rather, it shows that less progress was made than other 

pupils nationally with similar starting points.4  

This is not a perfect measure – and is still being refined by the Department for Education – but does 

provide a way of comparing schools that should be independent of their intake and which simply raw 

achievement does not. 

In order to ensure consistency, this paper only includes those with pupils aged 11 to 18 and excludes 

special schools and pupil referral units. Maintained schools that were in the process of converting 

were also removed. The data used was from the 2017-18 consistent financial reporting returns5 and 

progress 8 was from the secondary performance data provided by the Department for Education.6 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Department for Education, Progress 8: how Progress 8 and Attainment 8 measures are calculated, 19 October 2016, p. 2. 
4 Ibid, p.4. 
5 Department for Education, CFR and AAR 2017-18, 2020, https://schools-financial-
benchmarking.service.gov.uk/Help/DataSources, (accessed 9 November 2020). 
6 Department for Education, All schools and colleges in England: Progress 8 scores at end of key stage 4 in 2018 – all pupils, 
2020, www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/schools-by-type?step=default&table=schools&region=all-
england&for=secondary&basedon=Progress%208&show=All%20pupils, (accessed 2 September 2020). 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/taxpayersalliance/pages/17206/attachments/original/1612884543/Statistical_analysis_of_secondary_school_spending.xlsx?1612884543
https://schools-financial-benchmarking.service.gov.uk/Help/DataSources
https://schools-financial-benchmarking.service.gov.uk/Help/DataSources
http://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/schools-by-type?step=default&table=schools&region=all-england&for=secondary&basedon=Progress%208&show=All%20pupils
http://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/schools-by-type?step=default&table=schools&region=all-england&for=secondary&basedon=Progress%208&show=All%20pupils
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Free school meals, expenditure and achievement 

The proportion of pupils on free school meals is a commonly used measure of deprivation. It is 

available to parents or carers who are in receipt of universal credit, child and working tax credits, and 

other income-contingent benefits.7 The correlations of the proportion of pupils on free school meals 

with funding, expenditure and achievement were assessed. 

 

Table 1: proportion of schools with more and less than 30 per cent of pupils on free school meals 
with supply teacher spend, achievement and income per pupil, 2017-18 

  

Schools with more than 30 per 
cent on free school meals 

Schools with less than 30 per cent 
on free school meals 

Average supply teacher spend (£) 16,702 21,805 

Average progress 8 -0.28 0.02 

Average income per pupil (£) 7,801 6,033 

  

Table 2: correlations between pupils on free school meals with achievement, funding and teaching 
expenditure 

 Academies 
2017-18 

Academies 
2016-17 

Maintained 
2017-18 

Maintained 
2016-17 

Progress 8 -0.386 -0.272 -0.368 -0.232 

Income per pupil 0.419 0.554 0.385 0.663 

Teaching staff spend 0.269 0.409 0.285 0.523 

Supply teacher spend 0.273 0.312 -0.049 0.002 

 

As might be expected, there is some correlation with funding, although this is not as much as was 

found in 2011. Compared to the previous results, there has been an encouraging decline in correlation 

with supply teacher spend. Previously there was a strong correlation suggesting that the children who 

needed good, stable teaching were the most likely to have instability in their teachers. This correlation 

is now low for academies and practically zero for maintained schools. 

It is also noticeable that there is a relatively low negative correlation between the percentage of pupils 

on free school meals and achievement. This suggests that the value that schools are able to add 

doesn’t particularly depend on the level of deprivation or affluence of their students. 

 

 
7 Department of Education, Free school meals: guidance for local authorities, maintained schools, academies and free 
schools, April 2018, p.5. 
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Chart 1: correlation between pupils on free school meals and achievement in academies (L) and 
maintained schools (R), 2017-18  

 
Table 3: correlations between pupils’ progress 8 measurement, funding and teaching expenditure 
 
 

Academies 
2017-18 

Academies 
2016-17 

Maintained 
2017-18 

Maintained 
2016-17 

Income per pupil -0.129 -0.086 -0.171 -0.046 

Teaching staff spend -0.054 -0.018 -0.025 0.063 

Supply teacher spend -0.128 -0.152 -0.039 -0.027 

 

Spending and progress 8 measure at academies 

The correlations between spending and the progress 8 measure were then assessed. 

These are all very low, which suggests that the amount of money that is spent on each pupil has very 

little bearing on the value added by the school. It seems likely that the majority of this is down to 

more intangible factors such as the quality of the teachers and school leadership. 

The data for academies was then assessed. This includes the three main types of academies: sponsor-

led (transformed to an academy by intervention), converters (voluntarily converted to academy 

status) and free schools. Free schools are legally academies.8 

The correlations were fairly similar to those of the aggregate academy data. The key observation from 

table 4 is of the correlations with per cent of pupils on free school meals for sponsor-led academies. 

 
8 New Schools Network, Free schools: the basics, 2020, www.newschoolsnetwork.org/what-are-free-schools/free-schools-
the-basics, (accessed 5 November 2020).  
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Table 4: correlations between pupils on free school meals and progress 8 measurement, funding and 
teaching expenditure at sponsor-led academies  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although the correlation with progress 8 is not particularly significant across all schools, it is markedly 

less negative for sponsor-led academies. This may suggest that there is a mild effect of this model of 

the school facilitating better progress for more deprived children. 

Overall progress 8 achievement 

The raw progress 8 measure was then reviewed and the results it shows are as expected. For both 

academies and maintained schools it is normally distributed. 

 

Chart 2: normal distribution of progress 8 measure in academies (L) and maintained schools (R), 
2017-18 

 
 

The means are also close to zero as is intended. For 2017-18 they are 0.03 for academies and -0.05 for 

maintained schools. This is probably not statistically significant. 

However, when particular types of academies were assessed, there was more differentiation. In 2017-

18, the mean progress 8 measure was as follows: 

 Sponsor-led 
academies 

2017-18 

Sponsor-led 
academies 

2016-17 

Progress 8 -0.133 -0.061 

Income per pupil 0.392 0.375 

Teaching staff spend 0.238 0.300 

Supply teacher spend 0.163 0.147 



 
 
 
 

info@taxpayersalliance.com   7 
 

 
 
 

Table 5: average progress 8 measure in academies and free schools, 2017-18 

School type Progress 8  

Converter academy 0.115 

Sponsor-led academy -0.193 

Free schools 0.269 

 

While there are only 52 free schools in this data, there are no significant outliers. This therefore 

strongly suggests that free schools do add more than average value to pupils compared to other 

types of academies. 

Similarly, it strongly suggests that sponsor-led academies underperform on this basis. It may well be 

that these were underperforming schools before conversion, which is why there was intervention to 

turn them into academies. This should be the basis for further examination. 

There is also the mild suggestion that academy schools do tend to outperform maintained ones on 

the basis of the academic value they add to their pupils. 

 

 

 


