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Effects of Poverty 

Within my own experience as a Reception teacher in a largely deprived area, with a higher than average number of children eligible for free school meals (Estyn, 2025), I have observed a correlation between poverty and a child’s literacy attainment. Every term we as teachers track the children’s progress against the Literacy and Numeracy Framework, as well as assessing them using our phonics assessments. At the end of the last academic year, the majority of children who had not achieved the expected level for their age in literacy were those from deprived backgrounds, with this being a general trend that I have observed throughout my seven years of teaching. 

It has been argued that people in the United Kingdom live in a profoundly unequal society, with those who are born into poverty being more likely to remain in poverty, whilst those who are born into affluence being more likely to remain in affluence (Department for Education, 2012). This cycle of intergenerational poverty is widely acknowledged (Blanchard, 2023), with poverty faced by children being a continuing concern (Ferguson et al., 2007). Poverty has far reaching effects, especially in early childhood, and “often results in low academic achievement, behavioural difficulties, and poor mental health” (Leseman and Slot, 2014, p. 315). This relationship between socioeconomic status and educational outcomes was observed by the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), where they found a significant correlation between educational measure and a child’s social economic status, with their data supporting the notion that a child who possesses a lower social economic status was more likely to perform poorly that those from a more affluent background (Ferguson et al., 2007). 

It has been argued that whilst the poverty cycle is widely acknowledged, the cycle of literacy is less recognised, although it is deeply intertwined with the poverty cycle (Blanchard, 2023).
Evidence has shown a strong correlation between an individual’s socioeconomic status and their proficiency in literacy, with a higher income being linked to higher literacy levels (Blanchard, 2023). Furthermore, research suggests that a connection exists between a child’s ability to read and their chances of escaping poverty, whilst studies have furthermore shown that a child being read to at age five serves as a preventative of poverty at age thirty (Lynch, 2024). In addition to reading skills, poverty has been found to affect a child’s level of vocabulary and their communication skills (Ferguson et al., 2007), with results from vocabulary and language tests demonstrating that children with lower socioeconomic status are more likely to possess a language delay (`Hillman, 2010). 

As “proficiency in reading, writing and spoken language is vital for pupils’ success” (Department for Education, 2023, p.4), the effects of poverty on literacy levels will also impact a child’s ability to learn across the curriculum (DfE, 2023). Such (2021, p.1), furthermore states that “illiteracy tuns everyday life into a struggle, disempowering and alienating people from their society”.  This failure to read may also serve as a catalyst for the cycle of literacy, as those who struggle to read during the early years of education may develop a dislike for reading, and will often read less, which in turn may affect their language development, thereby making “the word-rich get richer, while the word-poor get poorer” (DfE, 2023, p.68). 

Furthermore, it may be important to reflect on the role of parental input in the development of a child’s reading, particularly in the early years of education. During a parent’s evening, the mother of a child in my class who was working below expected level in literacy explained to me that she wanted to support her child with reading at home but had poor reading skills herself and the aunty who often supported the mother with childcare was unable to read at all. Blanchard (2023) highlights this obstacle in a child’s learning as a contributional factor in creating the literacy cycle, as she describes how children born to parents with low literacy levels will not have as strong a base for literacy prior to starting school, and in turn will be more likely to fall behind their peers and have poor literacy skills themselves. This may be in part as parents who lack confidence in their literacy skills may be less likely to interact with literature than those parents who are proficient in literacy, whilst they may also lack the confidence in supporting their children with reading or writing at home (Blanchard, 2023). This aligns with findings from research which ascertained that “relative to wealthier parents, poorer parents did not talk as often to their children about their school-work, read less frequently to their children and did not provide as much help with homework” (Carmichael and MacDonald, 2016 as cited by Carroll, 2022, p.637). 

When reflecting on those children in my class who achieved below expected level for literacy, poor attendance was also a common factor, alongside being from a more deprived background. This aligns with data highlighted by the Senedd (2022), which states that attendance for children who are not eligible for free school meals is generally higher than those who are eligible for free school meals. This correlation has also been highlighted by the Education Endowment Foundation (2026), who highlight that school absence disproportionately affects those children who are eligible for free school meals, alongside those who have additional learning needs, whose needs and risks often overlap (EEF, 2026). This may be why the Children’s Commissioner for Wales in 2022 (Senedd, 2022) advised that persistent absence must be viewed within the context of poverty, and that combating poverty should play a key role in the country’s attempts to reduce poor attendance in schools. In addition, is it interesting to note that low literacy skills and poor attendance are two of the most frequently highlighted barriers for children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds in achieving educational success (Education Endowment Foundation, 2025), thereby there appears to be a reciprocal relationship between poor attendance and poverty, whereby improving one of these factors may also improve the other. However, it may also be notable that the pandemic has had an impact on increased poor attendance in schools, as school closures during the pandemic has led to a rise of a more accepting attitude to lower school attendance (Senedd, 2022).

Measuring Poverty

Poverty, which in itself is difficult to define, has been argued to have many faces (TrustforLondon, 2026), meaning many different things to different people (Rohan, 2020). When considering statistics relating to poverty, there are variables to consider, including depth of poverty, persistence of poverty, and the individual experience of poverty (TrustforLondon, 2026). Currently the Welsh Government define a person to be living in relative income poverty when they are in a household whose collective income is less than sixty percent of the average household income in the United Kingdom (Welsh Government, 2026b).

Alongside being difficult to define, poverty may also be challenging to measure (Rohan, 2020), with a lack of reliable data presenting a challenge for the government to navigate as they attempt to measure the impact of attempts to tackle poverty (Davies, 2026). Recently changes have been made to how data is collected in order to increase its quality, with the Department for Work and Pensions now using administrative data based on the benefits received by people to support more accurate estimations of people’s incomes (Davies, 2026), According to these new statistics, twenty-two percent of people in Wales lived in poverty between 2023-2025, whilst child poverty was found to stand at thirty-three percent, accounting for 210,000 children living in poverty in Wales (Davies, 2026). Additionally, the data suggests that the majority of people living in Wales who are deemed as being in poverty are actually in deep poverty, with children being statistically more likely to live in deep poverty (Davies, 2026).

However, it may be important to note that income deprivation statistics may not reflect those children who face material deprivation, as both sets of statistics measure different elements of deprivation (DWP, 2026). Whilst relative income poverty is one of the key indicators of poverty, it does not accurately measure the living conditions of a household (DWP, 2026). This may be as the measure of relative poverty is based upon a person’s income, whilst an individual’s standard of living is impacted also by their ability to access a number of resources, including publicly-provided services, which would otherwise have to be paid for out of a person’s income (Berthoud and Zantomio, 2026). This discrepancy may be important to consider as “the consequences of not being defined below the poverty line but still suffering from material hardship should not be underestimated” (Ferguson et al., 2007, p. 702).

Deep material poverty is measured on the basis of a family’s ability to access a defined set of thirteen essential items, including food, clothing and heating (DWP, 2026). A family is assessed as being in deep material poverty when they are unable to afford at least four of these thirteen items (Davies, 2026). However, it may be argued that this measure does have limitations, namely that the core set of thirteen items cannot account for the extensive range of material hardship facing some families, whilst the data collected relies heavily on the subjectivity of the respondents and their own perceptions of what affordability looks like (DPW, 2026). 

When seeking to measure or identify which pupils are living in poverty within a school setting, a child’s eligibility on whether they can receive free school meals has served as a longstanding measure, used throughout schools to identify children living in poverty in order to allocate appropriate interventions and funding to support these pupils (Maisey and Maughan, 2025). The eligibility of families to apply for free school meals depends upon them receiving low income and their receipt of specific welfare benefits (Campbell and Cooper, 2024). This is a measure that I am still encouraged to pay close regard to in my setting, with these children being highlighted every year as target children for us as teachers to give extra support to where possible. 

Whilst giving these children extra support is beneficial in supporting them to overcome poverty, as “early childhood interventions appears likely to be a very cost-effective way to reduce poverty over the long-term” (Magnuson, 2013, p. 6), the use of Free School Meals eligibility as a measure does have a number of weaknesses (Campbell and Cooper, 2024). For one its current criteria for eligibility may not provide an adequate reflection of the levels of need, whilst the binary nature of the FSM measure “fails to convey the gradient of incremental (dis)advantage seen across many other measures of pupil/family background” (Campbell and Cooper, 2024, p. 8). Within my own setting we are also becoming increasingly aware as teachers of the decrease in families applying for free school meals, despite being eligible. As all primary school children are now being able to access universal primary free school meals (Welsh Government, 2025), this universal provision may serve to reduce the incentive for families in applying for registration of free school meals, whilst it may also be important to consider the stigma that families may feel in applying for this, which may also serve as a deterrent (Campbell and Cooper, 2024). Therefore, there may be children within the classroom who are eligible for Free School Meals but are not registered as such. 

In addition to the use of the FSM measure to identify children living in poverty, my school also utilises a number of other strategies to identify barriers to individual children’s learning. One such approach is through pupil review meetings. Within these meetings, class teachers are able to discuss barriers that they have identified in individual’s learning, with the school’s engagement with families supporting them in becoming aware of the needs of families and individuals (Welsh Government, 2026a). These children then are identified for extra support where possible, alongside those who are eligible for free school meals. Whilst “teachers’ perception of students and their needs is signiﬁcant because it inﬂuences what strategies the teachers choose to meet students’ needs” (Aas, 2022, p.504), and teachers may be in a position to observe and report signs of poverty within their classroom, including signs of hunger, and a lack of clean uniform or equipment (Child Poverty Action Group, 2025), this may still be a limited means of identifying barriers in a child’s learning, as it relies heavily on teacher knowledge. 

Furthermore, it has been suggested by some that viewing a learners through the lens of their individual needs may result in lower expectations for these children (Rubie-Davies and Rosenthal, 2016 as cited by Aas, 2022), with some teachers being found to hold a deficit stance, lowering learning expectations for students which in turn creates “the risk of consolidating biased conceptualizations (i.e. a deficit model) of children living in poverty and children’s ability to be successful” (Ciuffetelli Parker, 2017, p.3). This has been highlighted further within literature which suggests that the notion of disadvantaged pupils regards  “pupils in poverty in terms of what they lack, leading to deficit approaches which locate educational failure in the individual or the home rather than the systems around them” (Morgan et al, 2024, p.7). 

Alongside identifying which pupils are affected by poverty, it has been noted that whilst learning assessments used to assess learner progress can show that children affected by poverty may present with disproportionate developmental delays, these tests do not show whether such delays are due to intrinsic learning difficulties, or as a result of the child’s environment (Hillman, 2010). This is true within my own setting, where learner’s progress in literacy is measured by tracking against the Literacy Framework, alongside phonics assessments. These are means of assessment that we use for all learners regardless of background, and whilst they may highlight where a child is in terms of their literacy development, they do not provide insight into factors influencing this. The distinction between the causes for a delay in learning may however be important for distinguishing which types of intervention may be most effective, as in the context of language delays it has been argued that “children with language impairment require different types of intervention from disadvantaged children whose inherent capacity for language is intact” (Roy et al., 2014, p. 2). Therefore, when seeking to support learners’ literacy progress, whilst it may be important to not approach learners’ needs with a deficit mindset, it may also be important to recognise external factors that may affect their development in order to ensure the correct support is put in place. 

Community Focused Schools

As part of the Welsh Government’s policy for combating the effects of poverty on children’s educational attainment, to ensure high aspirations for every child, they have highlighted Community Focused Schools as a key element (Welsh Government, 2026a). Community schools have been defined as being an evidence-based transformational strategy which brings educators, families, students and members of the community together to support pupils’ healthy development and learning (Germain and Oakes, 2023). This approach encourages schools to build strong partnerships with families, engage in effective partnerships with outside agencies or organisations, and to respond to the needs of their specific community (Welsh Government, 2026a). Estyn (2020) provide further recommendations for effective community schools, highlighting the school’s role in strategically planning for parental and family engagement, as well as that of the community and other services, whilst ensuring that they use evaluation to assess the impact of strategies employed. 

The concept of using strategic collaboration between all communities surrounding the child, corresponds to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System’s theory which argues that a child’s development is shaped by the interconnected systems surrounding the child (Guy-Evans, 2026). These systems are placed in hierarchical order of importance in a child’s life, with the Microsystem, which is the immediate and direct relationships of the child, being the most instrumental, followed by the Mesosystem which involves the connections between the Microsystems of the child, which would include the collaboration and communication between parents and teachers (Guy-Evans, 2026). The Exosystem then forms the next layer, in which community resources and other indirect influences sit, whilst broader cultural contexts and time dimensions are included in the last two systems, namely the Macrosystem and Chronosystem (Guy-Evans, 2026). 

Longitudinal studies conducted in the United States found that the direct relationships surrounding a child, including their family, as well as the wider community had a large impact on the child’s academic growth, with a significant amount of the achievement gap between students with high and low socioeconomic status’ being suggested to be owed to a child’s out of school environment (Ferguson et al., 2007). This suggests therefore that great importance lies in providing continual support to learners both in and outside of school (Ferguson et al., 2007).  Furthermore, the importance of family and community on a child’s development is reflected in the Welsh Government’s model for Community Focused Schools, where the components of multi-agency, family, and community engagement are interconnected (Welsh Government, 2026a). 

Within my current setting, a number of community strategies are utilised to support families in being active partners in their child’s learning, including engaging family of early years’ children in Family And Community Engagement (FACE) sessions, which were run by an outside agency with the support of our early years’ teachers. These sessions focused on upskilling and equipping parents in supporting their child’s development, whilst it also created an opportunity for relationships to be strengthened between teachers and parents. In addition, the early years teachers conduct home visits to the families of every child starting in early years, which puts a focus on getting to know the families of each child before they even start nursery. This may also allow teachers to gain an understanding of the individual context of the families and children in their care (Welsh Government, 2026a). Creating a trusting and respectful relationship with families has been argued to depend upon schools and families working in partnership with one another (Welsh Government (2026a). In addition, the school has also collaborated with organisations such as Springboard, to engage parents in activities with their children on the school site, including creative projects. In addition, the Literacy Trust Foundation (2025) has highlighted supportive resources provided by schools and community services as a key factor in supporting families to stay engaged in their children’s learning. 

Community schools is a strategy recognised internationally, and literature from the United States of America highlights six key pillars, or practices, that may be integral to successfully implementing a community school strategy (Germain et al., 2023). These include integrated systems of support; culture of belonging, safety and care; rigorous community-connected classroom instruction; expanded and enriched learning opportunities; collaborative leadership, and powerful student and family engagement (Germain et al., 2023). When reflecting on the pillar of integrated systems of support, Ferrara (2021), highlighted as part of her presentation for the Community Schools in Wales Webinar, the importance of ensuring that schools are strategic in meeting the specific needs of their community and of their specific learners. She furthermore explained that this involved ensuring that we seek to meet the basic needs of our learners, arguing that this was a prerequisite to them being able to achieve higher order skills (Ferrara, 2021). 

This notion of meeting learners’ basic needs in order to support academic growth, including that of literacy skills, is central to the theory of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which presents five categories of human needs within a hierarchical framework, with each need having to be met sequentially (Rojas et al., 2023). Within this theory physiological needs form the base on which all the other needs depend upon, followed by safety needs (Rojas et al., 2023). It may then be suggested, that in order to ensure a school is meeting the needs of the community effectively, they must first consider what physiological or safety needs exist. Within my setting the school runs a ‘take what you need’ trolley to provide families with free hygiene products and clothing in order to support some of their basic needs. However, I have observed that very few items are taken from this trolley, even when there are families that we know who are in need. This again highlights the barrier of stigma in providing effective support for these families, as such stigmatisation of poverty has been found to prevent people from participating in and accessing necessary support (Morgan et al, 2024). 

Action Plan

It has been stated that as the harmful effects of poverty on a child’s development throughout their education has been widely acknowledged, “the critical question for us as a caring society is, can these effects be prevented or reversed?” (Ferguson et al., 2007, p.703). Within my proposed action plan, I aim to take on a community focused approach, where collaboration between stakeholders is central, in order to effectively support the literacy needs of the learners and families within our community. These will therefore focus on developing the Mesosystem surrounding a child, strengthening connections between Microsystems, to then affecting the Exosystem, as community resources are utilised (Guy-Evans, 2026).  

Additionally, a key element in my proposed strategy is to strengthen parents’ own literacy skills and their ability to support their child’s literacy skills at home. This aligns with the Welsh Government’s guidance for supporting effective engagement with families, where they outline a strengths-based approach, where families’ skills are acknowledged and built upon, as one of three key approaches (Welsh Government, 2026a). This upskilling of parents in supporting their child’s literacy skills will work alongside the introduction of a new systematic phonics scheme across our school, which is to be introduced in the new academic year. 

The proposed plan will involve four elements:

1. Identify specific needs (By October half-term). 

Ferrara (2021) highlighted the importance of identifying the specific needs of the community in order to effectively adopt a community school approach, therefore before commencing any physical engagement sessions with parents, I will utilise a survey approach to gain insight into what areas of literacy development parents would like support with. I will seek to ascertain information such as whether there are any areas of phonics or reading that they struggle to understand when supporting their child at home, and whether they access any services that support literacy outside of school, such as a library. It may however be important to consider how I engage parents in this survey, as parents’ own poor literacy skills, or having English as an additional language may present a barrier to completing a written survey. Therefore, it may be important to consult with parents on what the most effective ways are to communicate with them (Welsh Government, 2026a). 

2. Intergrate collaboration within the classroom and provide a ‘coaching role’ to parents (once weekly on a rotation basis from October-December).

I aim to engage parents in ‘learning together’ sessions on a weekly basis, running for a half term, before then being evaluated for impact. If successful, this could be adjusted to run over a continual basis, creating regular opportunities for parents to ‘learn with’ their child. As there may be a number of families that would benefit from this engagement, different families may be invited on a rotation basis in order to prevent practical issues from arising. These sessions would fall within our usual phonics sessions and would involve the parents observing and supporting their child throughout the session. Estyn (2018, p.1) have highlighted the importance of an integrated approach to parental engagement, stating that “activities to engage parents in their child’s learning that are “bolted on” to mainstream activities, and not part of an integrated strategic approach, are less likely to succeed”. 

By involving parents in engaging in our phonics sessions alongside their child, I hope to provide a coaching role to parents in supporting their child’s literacy skills. Twilt et al. (2026) highlighted that research shows parental engagement in supporting their child’s speech and language development, in collaboration with speech and language therapists was made more effective when the speech and language therapist provided a coaching role to parents. Furthermore, it was found that as parents engaged in speech and language sessions with their child, they evolved “from being an ‘advocate for’ the child towards acting as an ‘intervener with’ the child” (Twilt et al, 2026, p.2). Therefore, I hope that by providing parents an opportunity to observe phonics being taught and to engage them in this process, they may also take on the role of intervener in their child’s literacy development. However, it may be important to note that obstacles for working parents may occur as they are constrained by working hours, therefore it is necessary to consider and adapt the provision for these parents, including offering flexible timing, short sessions or remote engagement where possible (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023).  

3. Involve the community (to run once per month from October).

The Welsh Government (2026a) have highlighted partnership working as a means to benefit the school, children and families within the school as well as the wider community, suggesting that it helps to create empowered and connected communities. Therefore, alongside the weekly ‘learn with me’ sessions, I aim to invite all parents to a literacy hour once per month, where parents, teachers and children will come together within our year group to take part in literacy activities with a focus on reading. This will involve having a selection of books for parents to read with their child, as well as a story time where all children and parents may have opportunity to listen to a story being told. In addition to parents and carers, these sessions will also provide an opportunity for outside services to be engaged, as local library services may be invited on a regular basis, along with support services within the community.


4. Evaluate impact (to be completed on an ongoing basis).

As careful consideration is required when developing parental engagement approaches, ongoing evaluation of approaches is necessary (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). Therefore, throughout this process, the Gibb’s reflective cycle will be used by teachers involved to reflect on experiences, learn from errors, gain insights and to amend future actions (McLeod, 2025). In addition, feedback from parents and pupils will be sought throughout the process, as this will support reflection whilst within the Community Focused School approach it is important that families feel listened to (Welsh Government, 2026a). 
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