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Poverty Proofing our Next Generation – Are we nearly there yet?

Abstract: 
The purpose of this article is to highlight and inform of ways to help reduce and to finally eradicate poverty in the 21st Century.  
Poverty which is still ever present in England is so at a startling rate.  The fact that nearly 7/10ths of our children born into poverty are from working backgrounds is staggering and not a figure that should be seen in this day and age.  The methods I have used to highlight the problem and some possible solutions and effective tools to help destigmatise poverty in our children, have been to research through secondary data. This has been through a variety of web based research, reading journals and other educational books and reports alongside looking at poverty on an International context.    The conclusion was that there is no easy solution, however with long term trials and several approaches England could be on the way to poverty proofing our next generation.


Introduction:

Poverty has always been present within the education system and there has always been attainment to improve on in relation to poverty and gaps to close in relation to poverty, achievement and attainment in school.
Closing the gap, raising attainment, added value, low hanging fruit and quick wins are terminology quite often used when educational establishments are looking for ways to show the higher authorities whether it be Ofsted / Estyn or the Local Authority that they are indeed reducing the disadvantage for our disadvantaged children and young people.
I shall be exploring pupil premium and where and how it is used.
I shall also be exploring an organisation called Poverty Proofing and identifying the impact and value added for this process.
Finally I shall draw upon on my own experience in schools and the education system over the last 8 years. 

Pupil Premium and how it is used:
Schools are given an allowance from the Government for children who are eligible for free school meals, this allowance is between £900 and £1400.  The allowance is given to schools to enable them to reduce the gap for the disadvantaged students.  This allowance is also explained further in the latter sections of the article.  Schools are free to spend this money in the best interests of the children, however as already noted with this comes the full accountability for the school to close the gap.
One way in which schools are using this allowance is for breakfast club provisions.  Breakfast for children is a very important start to the day.  A child who has breakfast and has their appetite fulfilled are more likely to be able to concentrate and focus in class, as opposed to a child who has not had any breakfast.
One organisation who were pioneers in the North East were Greggs the bakers.
North East bakers Greggs started the Greggs Foundation back in 1999 and so far they have over 500 breakfast clubs and have served over 6.25 million breakfasts to children so far.
The breakfast clubs are very heavily subsidised and schools can gain ‘free’ breakfasts for the year for a £2,000 fee.  Schools are opting to use their pupil premium money to acquire this service and the impact is enormous.  Not only are the children fed and watered, they are able to start the day in a positive way and have the tools to help them achieve best that they can.  The main tools being focus and concentration.   The children are also more inclined to attend school if they know they will be getting a breakfast if they wouldn’t normally at home.
This service also assists with the local community – many schools require parent helpers for the breakfast club.  This not only gives the adult a role within the school.  It also gives responsibility in attending and working hard.  The experience the adults gain from assisting is immeasurable.  The things such as stock takes, good customer service skills, updating and logging lists of children who are attending, ordering stock to name a few are all vital skills and look great on a CV.  This also enables the adult to gain confidence in that they are a valuable asset to society.
Corwin (2009) noted “Eligibility for free school meals doesn’t mean that you will inevitably be in trouble academically but, on average it does”
Teacher Assistant’s or Learning Support Assistants are often employed via using Pupil Premium funding (as will be mentioned below – I was one of the Pupil Premium Learning Support Assistants for a small primary school in North East of England).
The impact for children and Teachers having this extra support is enormous.  Many of the pupil premium children I was supporting very rarely completed homework. This was for a variety of reasons, the main one being a wide of lack of motivation and avoidance at all costs as parents/carers were unable to understand the homework given.  This was found out to be due to their educational experience/skillset was not where you would have thought it would and indeed should be.  The reluctance for asking for help and coming into school was very daunting for some parents.  This was as a result of a negative schooling system that they had experienced and many had generally come from families with low income and inactive employment.  The inactive employment cycle was reoccurring generation after generation.
The Teacher Assistant’s would always be on hand to liaise with parents as they were deemed to be “less intimidating” – which basically meant that the Teacher Assistants were less threatening as they were seen to be not as well educated.  
In the classroom the Teacher Assistants role will be to assist with the pupil premium cohort and link intervention work to supplement gaps in knowledge.  US expert Slavin (2009) highlighted cooperative learning through the Success for All model.  This learning model was developed in the US and according to the programme is where children “learn in small teams and each is responsible for ensuring all team members are successful in their learning” 
The model was a success and worked on the principles of in a coordinated way incorporate specific approaches that you know to work “Some will apply to all students, others to individuals having difficulties, but whatever happens there is a Plan A for all, a Plan B for those with moderate difficulties and a Plan C for those who need intensive support”.
This model was adapted for the UK by Slavin and he identified the movement in tackling the inequalities in attainment, these have increased in positive correlation.  Unfortunately the UK Government have just closed the Strategic School Improvement Fund (SSIF).  Having the funding closed, it was further published that there is still £84 million pounds which has not and now can-not be spent.  
This pot of money was to assist in helping the schools rated a 4 by Ofsted (inadequate) with a financial intervention to assist in helping them develop and get on a more positive path way.  
This is a travesty and a very large missed opportunity for the schools who are weekly being graded as “inadequate” – what financial intervention are they receiving and where is the funding now coming from?

Behaviour Mentor, Manager and Pastoral roles are also being advertised more and more now to assist in working with the children who are struggling with behavioural issues.  These issues could range from lack of attendance, social and emotional wellbeing support, family/parent/carer support, working in the local community being a presence. 
These roles are becoming more and more valuable in England as schools are monitored closely on data such as attendance and punctuality.   There are Behaviour Mentors who are employed specifically to collect the children from their family home and take them to school – there are children who require waking up as they are still in bed.  Parents and carers are not able to assist in taking the children to school therefore the Behaviour Mentor has a role to fulfil.  Breakfast is then provided to the children as a reward for getting to school on time.  This unfortunately is a daily occurrence for some – however for the school they are seen to be closing the gap as attendance is increasing.  For these children, fortunately many will have the extra support from designated Pupil Premium funded Learner Support.  This is then helping give an extra layer of support and reassurance to the children and young people who are in this system.
What happens to the working poor?  What happens to the children and young people whose parents and caregivers work and earn over the threshold?  Are they supported by a Behaviour Mentor and have designated Pupil Premium Learning Support – I fear for 10 years in the future and wholly support free school meals (including breakfast) for all school aged children.


Poverty proofing 

Poverty proofing (2019) offer some startling statistics:
· 67% of children living in poverty are from working households
· 7/8 of children born into poverty never escape the poverty gap
· 28% of children in the North East of England are living in poverty

It is noted from FFT Data Lab (2019) that 6/10 of our young people are failing to secure 5 good GCSE’s.  This is a yet another obstacle our children and young people are having to try and eradicate to ensure they have some chance of escaping poverty for their working life.
Brooks (2007) was quoted in stating that “Longitudinal studies have also shown that children who fail to gain adequate basic literacy skills at an early stage are unlikely to catch up later”.
What are we currently doing to future prove Brooks wrong?

Poverty proofing the school day is a project which was devised by Children North East, Poverty proofing (2019).  This project is now in its 6th year.
The project has been developed through the introduction of a toolkit to help schools identify and stop the barriers which are present through poverty.  Poverty proofing is an audit which is carried out with collaboration from the children, staff, parents and governors which gives all a voice in as to how to de-stigmatise poverty and demonstrate how poverty proofing the day can be achieved.
Poverty proofing the day can include small seemingly insignificant things such as ensuring all children have the same water bottle in school to the significant such as no named coats or shoes for school.
Results from the children were especially heart-warming as some were noted to have feared the school day due to the barriers they were facing.  Attendance is increased in the schools audited and through the collaboration schools are gaining a valuable insight in to how they can positively impact and make real positive change to the disadvantaged.  
Free school meals – in England free school meals are given to all infant children and children who’s household income is under a specific threshold (16,190 or less) or if benefits such as Universal Credit or Income Support are being awarded.  
As aforementioned 67% of children in poverty are from working households – these will generally be the households whose income is over the threshold therefore free school meals would not be awarded.
 
Again I ask - What happens to the working poor?  What happens to the children and young people whose parents and caregivers work and earn over the threshold?  

My experience 
In 2011 I trained to become a Learning Support Assistant and then went on further to become a qualified teacher. I was originally recruited as a Learning Support Assistant designated to assist with the Pupil Premium cohort.  This was a fantastic role and the establishment I was working with were very pupil centred and very proactive and community spirited.  A very heart-warming part of the school was that they were a UNICEF Rights Respecting School – this shone through daily not only with the children but the adults too.
The school always ensured that no child was ever left out due to their social mobility, this was an important part of the school ethos and ensuring all children had equal opportunity to experience and develop with no stigma or barriers to face.   This was quite often reinforced by school lunch moneys that hadn’t been paid being put on a long term pay scheme so that families were not overwhelmed and their children could still have a hot school meal.  No child was ever denied a school meal due to financial circumstance.  This of course should be a given, however recent news from the last few months started the debate about schools refusing children a meal as the bill had not been paid for a certain length of time.  I reflect back again to what is happening to our working poverty stricken children and families?
Children paying for school trips and residential visits were thoughtfully and carefully planned to ensure that they were heavily subsidised by the school – some parents who did have extra money would overpay on a voluntary contribution basis to keep the fund topped up.
There was also a very lovely Parent Helper group who used to fund raise to ensure that every child received a treat at Easter and Christmas.  Endless fund raising and charity works were undertaken throughout the year to ensure every child mattered and indeed felt included and equal.

With regards to the parent helper group they identified a key point which was discussed and further acted upon in school.  Some of the girls in the Year 6 class had started their periods.  It was noted that these young girls (mainly pupil premium when looking at the data afterwards) were reluctant to attend school when they were menstruating.  This of course can range from 1 day to 7 days (even more in some extreme cases).  It was discussed and agreed that there would be a group discussion with the girls to see their views and opinions on this particularly challenging time and to see if the school could do anything to make it less of an issue for them.  It was identified that some (again many of the girls who were pupil premium) did not have sanitary products and did not want to come to school as they felt unclean.  Discussions were made and parents and carers were involved in the producing of the “box”.  This was a box of sanitary products for the girls to access in school (in the ladies toilets) that they could access when they needed and if they required any extra support then to speak to any adult in school.  This proved a success and within 4 weeks the attendance rates again had steadily increased – especially surrounding the girls and class percentage for Year 6.

My role was to provide Numeracy and Literacy support for the children and to participate in personal and social development with the children.  This would often encompass mini visits to the likes of the outdoor greenery.  These visits would be again carefully planned out so that all could get the most from the visit.  I would link literacy and numeracy with these visits for example in Autumn time we would look at the colour of the leaves, count the different types and explore for an Autumn mural of poems and paintings to highlight the children’s skills and experiences gained.
Homework club after school was also set up, this was so that the children could complete homework in the school day – this helped ease anxieties for parents and carers also who were unable to assist with this.
 In relation to supporting the community, courses were put on for the local community supporting studies in family nurture courses and health and safety to name a few.  These courses were free and ran through the school day therefore no parent was inconvenienced with having to find childcare provision.  The school were a great believer in supporting the wider school family and often recruited (voluntary) parent helpers who would come in for designated times of the day.  This was to enable the parents to become more familiar and comfortable with the setting and indeed to highlight that the school was an extension of what home should be – homely, nurturing and caring not something to be anxious and apprehensive of.  There have been several since my time at the school who have progressed to becoming trained Learning Support Assistants and some have even sought experience in the kitchens and are now employed by different local schools in their facilities departments.  This is a fantastic boost for the parents and carers and is absolutely testament in the power of social responsibility and community spirit for the school.
The example being set to the children is also fantastic – I did witness children’s change in attitude towards school (for the better) when their parents and care givers were given employment.

The pupil premium cohort was approximately 25%.  DFE (2018) identified 13.7% of primary school children were eligible for free school meals.  This is a stark contrast to the 25% figure I was working with.

Linking to FFT Data Lab (2019) identified that major urban centres such as Birmingham and Liverpool are less disadvantaged now.  How is this?  Is this due to the working poor we speak and hear about so frequently?  
Families having to rely on food banks for food even though they are working is appalling in 2019. 
Are our families less disadvantaged as they are working and receiving a wage just over the £16190 threshold?  The rate of £16190 equates to £8.41 an hour for a 37 hour week which equates to £311.35 per week – I challenge most to be able to feed, clothe, pay bills, lunch moneys, school trips, pay rent without struggling.  The ease of having the option of free school meals would surely ease the burden on parents and carers to know that they have one less outlay each week and their child/children will be getting a balanced meal each day.

The International Context
In 1948 Finland was the first country to provide free school meals to all and still do to the current day.  They identify this to “Investment in Learning”.
This may cost Finland in relation to Euro’s per child – however in the grand scheme of things if the children of Finland are able to achieve and aspire in working life, they will indeed be contributing to the economic system as opposed to be claiming benefits therefore paying back from previous spend.

Finland when looking and working with their homeless community ensure that homelessness is to a minimum.  The homeless are sheltered at the earliest opportunity and training and housing is given to the person.  This is to support the person back in to being an active, employable member of society.  
The reduction in homelessness eases the impact financially on the health care system in Finland.  The benefit system in Finland will have a lower impact due to the lack of benefits being claimed through employment.  Whilst the system is not a perfect fit all of the time, the reduction in homelessness in general is definitely something for the UK to aspire to.
As aforementioned with the “Investment in Learning” free school meals are definitely an advert for supporting this statement.  
When researching the PISA results, Finland was a beacon standing out with its rankings in both reading and mathematics. Finland are noted as 6th in Reading and 12th in Maths.  The UK are ranked 22nd in Reading and 27th in Maths.
Finland are noted to have a very holistic approach to learning which, is supported and encouraged by both school and home.
After the research carried out I feel as a nation we have a supportive approach to learning, however we struggle with the numbers to achieve the holistic and successful approach.

Conclusion
In conclusion I feel breakfast clubs (free admission), free school meals and poverty proofing the school day are key to helping children get the best start when in a poverty stricken household.
Collaborative Learning as Slavin (2009) noted and collaboration with Finland I feel would also put England in good standing.  This would help to support the poverty proofing, and eradicate the poverty stigma that is surrounding our schools and children.  More importantly it would be a boost for people to see the startling figures which give almost no hope to our children of poverty decline and in time to be eradicated. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Success for All programme should be used also in schools – these are tried and tested systems which produce results.  This should have an extended trial and maybe the funds which were not allowed to be used for the Success for All from SSIF could be used as a subsidy to promote free school meals for all primary children.  This should be for a sustained period of 2 years + to be able to see the impact it has on our children on a daily basis.  
If we can stick to a regime for 5+ years to see the impact, I’m sure England will be well on it’s way to poverty proofing the next generation. 
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