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Background and context 

• International and national context of austerity & welfare 
reform alongside cuts to public services and spending  

 

• Significant social determinants of educational experiences 
and outcomes (Raffo et al., 2009) 

 

• Alongside budget cuts etc. schools are increasingly seen as 
hubs for supporting student well-being (DfE, 2015; Sharpe, 
2016) 

 

• Significant social determinants of emotional well-being 
(WHO, 2014) 

 



Background and context 

• Building evidence about impacts of welfare reform, 
including specific changes such as the ‘bedroom tax’ (Barr 
et al., 2015; Herden, 2014; Moffatt et al., 2015) 

 

• Broad area of work:  
– What are the implications of austerity and welfare reform for young 

people, families and schools?  

– What are the experiences of families and staff in schools within this 
socio-political context? 

 



Research 

Two projects conducted between 2014-16: 
 

1. ‘Bedroom tax’ Study (Bragg et al., 2015):  
– Exploring the perceived educational and psychological 

impacts of the ‘bedroom tax’ 
– Interviews with staff at schools (n=8) and community 

organisations (n=12), and parents of school aged children 
‘impacted’ (n=14) 
 

2.     ‘Wellbeing’ Study (Hanley et al., 2017):  
– How schools support emotional wellbeing, and how this has 

been impacted by socio-political context of austerity 
– Interviews with staff who were identified as supporting 

emotional wellbeing of students (n=29) at 3 case study 
schools  

– Focusing on both impacts on staff and young people in 
analysis 
 



The ‘bedroom tax’ 

• UK context: April 2013 introduction of ‘under occupancy charge’ 
or ‘bedroom tax’ along with other benefit changes 

• Financial implications:  

– 1 spare bedroom – 14% reduction in housing benefit 

– 2+ spare bedrooms – 25% reduction in housing benefit 

 

• Issues around definition of ‘spare’ and ‘bedroom’ 

• Rules around who is ‘entitled’ to a single bedroom 

• One of the findings which emerged was that the ‘bedroom tax’, 
although one of the most significant welfare reforms in terms of 
financial implications, was experienced as part of a broader 
picture of benefit changes and other social policies affecting 
income 



Themes 

Systemic nature of perceived impacts of austerity: 

 

• Direct impacts on children and young people 

• Impacts on the family 

• Impacts on the school and school staff 

• Impacts on the wider community 



Impacts on children and young people 

They are not settling with the homework, because they are 
panicking they are not concentrating, it makes them short 
tempered…they are not paying attention (Paul, parent, BT 
study) 
 
It’s not just kind of about those young people who are classed as 
free school meals or disadvantaged… there is a whole kind of 
level beyond … just above that, and their families fall in and out 
and they really are living on the breadline. They’re not workless 
or they’re not classed as disadvantaged but they are surviving, 
they are just surviving I think that kind of from being a really 
thin layer has grown massively and I think that is because of 
the current political.. you know (Assistant Head Teacher, 
Hillview Academy, wellbeing study) 

 



Impacts on parents and families 

Because it makes you snappy; anybody who is stressed they’ll tell you 
straight away: if you are stressed you snap (Paul, parent, BT study) 
 
I mean a loaf of bread isn’t going to keep me dry or keep me warm, or 
keep them warm, or keep them dry. So you’ve got to pick and that’s 
the hard bit. (Joanne, parent, BT study) 
 
The impact of the EU referendum result on some of the kids who were 
really upset about it because they, you know…some of the students 
are very, very scared and very worried and I think as adults we’re a 
bit scared and worried at the moment about some uncertain times 
and I think for young people who don’t really understand what’s 
happening I think that can have an impact on them. (Spring space co-
ordinator, Hillview Academy, wellbeing study) 
 
 



Impacts on schools 

Schools reported providing lots of services and help for families, 
including:  

• breakfast clubs (for students and parents)  

• additional food at break times 

• teachers paying for sanitary products and food with their own money 

• one school providing a loan to a family cover electricity costs 

• having an account with a local shoe shop 

• additional referrals to counselling services 

• running information events on welfare reform 

• changing staff roles (e.g. moving TA out of classroom) 

 



Impacts on schools 

So they’ve decimated the service but if we wanted a nurse we 
could buy one, it wouldn’t increase our budget; it would have to 
come from somewhere else. Educational psychologist we buy in 
… again, it’s not changed the headline figure but it is a service 
that we now buy that historically was available through 
the local authority. Lollipop lady/man: that’s a service that 
you now have to buy as a school. The things like, you know, the 
slashing Children’s Services budgets and the support that’s 
available, that’s all coming down to school (Safeguarding 
Coordinator, Hillview Academy, wellbeing study) 

 



Impacts on school staff 

• One Headteacher talked about staff “holding it 
together” despite exhaustion 

 

• One participant from a community organisation 
within the bedroom tax project told us about crying in 
their car after a home visit to a young person 

 

• Participants talked about: anger, frustration, sadness, 
tension, anxiety, worry, confusion and exhaustion  

 

 



Impacts on school staff 

 

I’m not a social worker, I was never trained to be a social 
worker and sometimes I wonder how much of my job falls into 
that, you know. I’m a teacher, I’m an English teacher, that was 
my starting point but most of my work now is around pastoral 
needs and that’s quite telling I think (Assistant Head Teacher 
and Pastoral lead, Hillview Academy, wellbeing study) 

 



Impacts on the wider community 

There used to be loads of youth clubs round here. Loads, yeah… It’s where all 
the youth workers worked, there used to be youth workers and mentors … 
because the funding just stopped (Head of Year, Littlewood School, wellbeing 
study)  

 

People don’t realise the sense of community, how communities build, 
people’s lives, and can destroy people’s lives (Melanie, parent, BT study) 

 

It’s like on the television now there’s everything, there’s ‘oh if you’re on 
benefits you must be scrounger you must be this and that’. Years and years 
ago it used to be persecute singles parents, persecute black people, Asian 
people, but now its people on the benefits (Bev, parent, BT study) 

 

 



Conclusions and implications 

• Families are struggling to afford essentials e.g. food, 
clothing, utilities 

• School staff and parents describe witnessing the impacts of 
this on education 

• Schools are have to do a lot of ‘welfare work’ (More? With 
more children? Different types of work?)  

• However, this additional ‘welfare’ work is not what schools 
are assessed on – therefore creating tensions for staff and 
the organisation 

• Significantly - school staff themselves are shouldering an 
additional emotional burden which has implications for 
their own well-being 

 

 

 

 



Emerging ideas on ways forward 

• Political level changes would obviously be ideal and 
schools cannot make changes alone 

• On a school level – networking and sharing resources, both 
across schools and within schools between professionals  

• Activities to support the wellbeing of school staff e.g. peer 
supervision groups (Hanley, 2017) 

• Additional training and support for school staff e.g. around 
welfare reform 

 


