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Recommendation 1

Poverty should be recognised as a key factor driving educational attainment.
This recommendation is accompanied by several associated recommendations:

Recommendation 1.1

Schools in low SES areas, where income poverty is above an agreed
threshold, should receive sufficient additional resources to meet the
needs of the student population.

Recommendation 1.2

Teachers in low SES areas, where income poverty is above an agreed
threshold, should receive sufficient additional support and in-service
training to meet the needs of the student population and alleviate
pressure on individual teachers.

Recommendation 1.3

Nutritious, tasty, high-quality school meals should be provided to all
students in schools in low SES areas.

Recommendation 1.4

Increased rates of government benefits are needed for families below an
agreed threshold to support the full participation of children in education
and to support educational experience and outcomes.

Recommendation 2

Efforts to improve engagement, participation, and outcomes across all levels of school
must recognise and respond to the impact of poverty, noting that engagement and
participation are prerequisites for stronger educational outcomes.

Recommendation 3

Primary school is often missed due to an emphasis on school readiness among pre-
school aged children and on the transition from school to employment, yet primary
school provides essential scaffolding for educational attainment. Thus, efforts to
improve engagement, participation, and outcomes much include a clear focus on
primary school.
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Resources from Children on Learning

This submission draws on the findings of the More for Children research and focuses
on the impact of poverty on educational attainment.

Separate research undertaken by the Children’s Policy Centre, focusing on learning in
and beyond school, resulted in two articles co-authored by children aged between nine
and twelve years.

We recommend these articles to the Members of the Committee as the provide a
perspective from children. Details are:

Bessell, S., O’'Sullivan, C., Ahmed, Aaliyah, Jonathan, Lilyjana, & Tru (2025). Learning for
a healthy life now and in the future. Children Australia, 47(2)

Abstract:

This article is co-authored by children and adults, and discusses the things about education,
learning and having a healthy life that are important to children. School matters now and is
important for getting a job and living as an adult. Learning happens in school and also in the
community. Children need to learn in ways that are respectful and inclusive. There is no one right
way to learn, and children often learn in different ways. Learning is best when it is fun-but
sometimes it is very rewarding to learn things that are hard. There are some important things that
some children do not learn anywhere, like being able to cope with stress. A key message of this
article is that it can be hard to do things alone but with care and support, it is a bit easier for kids.
With support, children can reach their dreams.

Available at:
https://childrenaustralia.org.au/journal/article/3080/

O’Sullivan, C., Bessell, S., Bob, Crescent Moon, Orange Sharpie, & Sam (2025). Learning
in and beyond school. Children Australia, 47(2)

Abstract:

This article is co-authored by children and adults, with children taking the lead based on their
deep knowledge and daily experience of learning. School is important to learning, and is a place to
learn how to read, write and do maths. It is also a place to learn to get along with others. School
helps people get a job. There are also lots of things that children need to learn outside of school,
including how to look after ourselves. Children need to learn from people who take care to have
positive interactions with children and to treat us with respect. Children also learn from each other,
and friendships and kindness are important. Children need adults to teach us in ways that are fun,
make sure we are safe, and support us to learn and achieve our dreams.

Available at:
https://childrenaustralia.org.au/journal/article/3081/
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Introduction: Poverty as a Barrier to Educational Attainment

We appreciate the opportunity to contribute to the inquiry of the House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Education on the factors driving educational
attainment. We welcome the focus of the inquiry across all levels of education, from
early learning through to school education and to tertiary education.

The Children’s Policy Centre is based at the Crawford School of Public Policy, The
Australian National University. The Centre has three key objectives:

1. To undertake innovative, rights-based, inter-disciplinary research with
children on a range of issues relating to children’s policy.

2. To connect researchers, policy makers and practitioners working on a range
of issues to promote the human rights, wellbeing and best interests of
children.

3. Tocommunicate research findings to contribute to child-inclusive and child-
centred policy'.

More for Children (MfC), the current flagship program of research at the Children’s
Policy Centre, is a program of transformative research aiming to understand, assess,
and respond to child poverty from a child standpoint. This submission draws on the
findings of the More for Children research, which highlight the extent to which poverty
undermines children’s school attendance, experience of school, and educational
attainment. Our findings, and other research, indicate that poverty is a major barrier to
educational attainment in Australia. In this submission, we outline the ways in which
poverty undermines both educational engagement and attainment focusing on the
experiences of children in middle childhood (primary school and early high school).

Currently, one in six children under the age of fifteen are growing up in income
poverty, defined as household income of fifty percent below the median (Davidson &
Bradbury, 2025). This figure indicates the extent of child poverty in Australia, but not
the ways in which it impacts on children’s lives, including their education.

Between 2022-2026, 162 children and 40 parents and carers participated in the More
for Children research.? The research took place in four communities across Australia:
two regional communities (northwest Tasmania and central Victoria) and two urban
communities (ACT and Perth, Western Australia).

Based on the findings of the MfC research, child poverty is defined as follows (Bessell
et al., 2025; Bessell, 2025):

Poverty is the interplay between key material and non-material deprivations,
limiting children's choices now and into the future. It means children do not
have the material basics, their opportunities are narrowed, and foundational
relationships are not in place or are under pressure. Inadequate, insecure and
poor-quality housing was a major theme emerging from the research in all
research sites.

' See Bessell and Vuckovic, (2023). How child inclusive were Australia's responses to COVID-19?.
Australian Journal of Social Issues, 58(1), 194-211
2The research used a rights-based, child-centred methodology, detailed in Bessell and O’Sullivan, 2024a.
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For the purposes of this submission, it is important to highlight the ways in which
poverty deleteriously impacts children’s attendance and engagement at school, their
ability to learn, their aspirations for the future, and their educational outcomes.

Significantly, this submission is child-centred in that it is based on the experiences
children shared during the research. It highlights the importance of centring children’s
views and experiences in both understanding educational attainment and in
developing strategies to enhance attainment for all.

The MOR Framework: Understanding Child Poverty

The MOR (Material-Opportunity-Relational) Framework was developed from More for
Children research, based on children’s experiences and priorities. The MOR Framework
recognises that while poverty is characterised by insufficient money, it shapes every
aspect of children’s lives, creating insecurity, limiting what they can do and how they
participate in their communities, shaping how they are able to learn, and often putting
stress on relationships that children value deeply. The MOR Framework comprises
three dimensions: material deprivation, opportunity deprivation, and relational
deprivation. Deprivation in any of the three dimensions of the MOR Framework
negatively impacts children. When disadvantage occurs across multiple dimensions, it
contributes to multidimensional child poverty, however deprivation in any one
dimension has significant implications for children’s educational attainment.

Opportunity

Deprivation
Relational

Multidimensional

Child Deprivation

Poverty

Material
Deprivation

Material deprivation:

= |nsufficient money and material resources to meet basic needs
= |nadequate and inaccessible essential infrastructure and facilities

Opportunity deprivation:

= Alack of meaningful connection and participation in the community
= Narrowed choices now and into the future
= Limited opportunities or play, relaxation and learning

Relational deprivation:

= Family relationships are absent or under pressure
= A network of trusted caring adults is not in place
= Repeated negative experiences with key institutions and services
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This submission is structured around the three dimensions of the MOR Framework to
demonstrate the impact of poverty on children’s opportunity not only to attend school,
but to engage fully and to learn. We use the MOR Framework to highlight the ways in
which the material, opportunity, and relational dimensions of poverty impact learning.
This submission draws on the Children’s Policy Centre Issues Paper on education.®

A child-centred Definition of Quality Education and Nurturing
Schools

Education is a basic human right for children, enshrined in Article 28 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. It is recognised in the Alice Springs
(Mparntwe) Declaration (2019) as having the power to transform lives. Children who
participated in the More for Children research articulated it as all children having the
same opportunities, learning about the things they love and following their dreams.
However, the power of education is severely undermined by the experience of poverty.

During the More for Children research, children described what a quality education
means and what schools look like when they are inclusive, caring, foster a sense of
belonging, and support positive learning outcomes.

Based on children’s insights, quality education is when:

A school has resources to support students to learn, leading to strong
learning outcomes. Learning things at school that open choices now and for
the future.

Schools are nurturing when:

There are supportive and caring relationships between students and school
staff, and between students. School staff believe in students.

The Impact of Poverty on Educational Attainment

Australia has a vision of education that is equitable, inclusive and beneficial for all
children. The Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Declaration (2019) sets out a vision for a world
class education system in Australia, whereby every child is able to achieve the best
outcomes. The Better and Fairer Schools Agreement aims to ensure that ‘governments
and school systems, in partnership with families...support every student to succeed...
(‘Better and Fairer Schools Agreement 2025-2034). Yet, children’s educational
attainment is shaped by deep inequities both within the education system and within
broader society.

This submission focuses on socio-economic status (SES) or, more specifically, the
impact of poverty on children’s schooling and learning experiences and the
subsequent impact on their educational attainment. Children who are living in
contexts of poverty experience barriers to attending school, accessing quality
education, and learning, all of which are vital prerequisites for educational attainment.

8 This submission draws on the Children’s Policy Centre Issues Paper on education, available at
https://childrenspolicycentre.org/latest-news/more-for-children-issues-paper-4-education/ That report
includes quotes and artwork from children that complements this submission and powerfully
communicates children’s experiences, ideas, and priorities.
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Education opens opportunities for greater choice of employment, better working
conditions, and higher remuneration (De Schutter, 2015; The Lancet Public Health,
2020). Not surprisingly, education is identified as a pathway out of poverty, including
intergenerational poverty (De Schutter, 2015). Yet, children experiencing poverty
generally achieve lower academic outcomes than those whose families are financially
secure (Ladd, 2012).

Growing up in poverty means that children face a range of material and non-material
deprivations that impact negatively on their physical and psychological development
and wellbeing, creating barriers to meaningful engagement in school (AIHW, 2022).
The mental load associated with poverty is not only experienced by adults, but also by
children, impacting their ability to engage fully in school and to learn (Bessell and
O’Sullivan, 2024b). The cumulative and layered effects of multidimensional poverty
create trauma for children, sometimes triggering behaviours that are socially
unacceptable and create volatile classrooms. Brunzell (2021) has characterised such
behaviours as ‘acting in’, whereby children internalise distress and withdraw, and
‘acting out’, whereby children externalise distress through disruptive behaviours.
Children who participated in the More for Children research spoke of both ‘acting out’
and ‘acting in’ as coping strategies; and also described the ways in which other
children’s behaviours disrupted their own learning. Here, the impacts of poverty play
out within the school environment, often requiring individual teachers and schools to
respond with limited resources. However, the causes of poverty lie in broader
structural inequities. Ensuring strong educational outcomes for children growing up in
poverty, requires identifying the role of schools and providing sufficient resources,
while also addressing the underlying causes of poverty.

The nature of school shapes student outcomes. Important research on school climate
highlights both the quality and character of school life, and encompasses safety,
teaching and learning, interpersonal relationships, institutional environment, and
leadership and efficacy.* Participation in school life has been shown to have a positive
impact on student wellbeing and outcomes (Graham et al, 2022). Moreover, there is
increasing evidence of the relationship between children’s sense of connection and
belonging and learning outcomes (Graham et al, 2026). Internationally, PISA data
indicates that students who feel a strong sense of belonging are more likely to
actively participate in classroom and extracurricular activities, maintain motivation
and achieve higher academic outcomes (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development 2019, 2023). Australian studies highlight that school belonging is
unevenly distributed across student populations, with students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds often reporting lower levels of participation and
engagement (Allen et al. 2018; Hurem, Rowan, & Grootenboer 2021). These studies
align with the More for Children research, which found that poverty undermines
children’s opportunity to participate fully in school life and negatively impacts
learning.

Schools in lower SES areas are required to respond to the challenges facing children
living in poverty, while also dealing with staffing shortages and resource constraints.
To address the challenges experienced by children, many schools are adopting
wellbeing strategies, providing school meal programs, or acting as a site for the
provision of allied health and social services, all of which provide crucial support to

4 See the website of the National Centre for School Climate at https://schoolclimate.org/school-
climate/
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children and their families. However, the additional roles played by schools,
particularly in low SES communities, are rarely fully resourced, placing additional
pressures on school leaders and staff; sometimes diverting attention from the
educational remit they still need to serve.

While education has the potential to provide pathways out of poverty, poverty severely
undermines the benefits that education can deliver. If all children are to benefit from
education, the structural and systemic causes of poverty must be addressed.

The remainder of this submission draws on the More for Children research to
demonstrate the ways in which poverty undermines children’s experience of school
and education attainment. The MOR (Material-Opportunity-Relational) Framework is
used to structure children’s experiences of education when they are experiencing
poverty.

Educational Attainment and Material Deprivation

Material deprivation, which includes food insecurity, inadequate housing, and a lack of
transport combined with low income, creates barriers to children attending school as
well as deeply unfavorable conditions for learning. Both children and parents who
participated in the More for Children research described struggling to afford school
uniforms and materials; and many had limited internet access at home.

Children who participated in More for Children described regularly experiencing food
insecurity and hunger (O’Sullivan et al., 2024). Children spoke about being hungry at
school and unable to concentrate or, in some cases, missing school when there was no
food for school lunch. A primary school involved in the More for Children research
provided breakfast, morning tea, and a hot lunch to every student. The efforts of this
school reflected the needs in the community where 40% of households experienced
income poverty. Children and teachers described the positive impacts of the school
meals program. However, children expressed their anxiety about starting high school
where such a service would not be provided. Follow-up research indicated that
children’s concerns became reality, and hunger became a major problem for children
once they commenced high school.

Children’s concentration was also impacted by poor quality housing, overcrowding,
and housing insecurity, all of which created stress and anxiety among children and
disrupted their sleep patterns.

Barriers to attending school are further compounded when families do not have
reliable transport. In some cases, children living in regional areas were unable to
attend school because there was no money to buy fuel for the family car and public
transport was inadequate or inaccessible.

Educational attainment and opportunity deprivation

Poverty creates conditions in which opportunities for play, relaxation and learning are
narrowed. While material deprivation, including hunger and insecure or poor-quality
housing, acted as a barrier to children’s learning, so too did the anxiety caused by
poverty. Children who participated in the More for Children research described
continuous worry, and often feeling overwhelmed, by the problems their family faced.
Many children described the extent to which this prevented them from concentrating
at school.
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Children spoke of the ways in which poverty limited their opportunities to participate
in activities that they enjoyed (both in school and beyond) and to learn from them.
Poverty also narrows children’s aspirations and compromises their ability to engage in
and benefit from school. As a result, children often described aspiring to a future
which did not involve the struggles that characterise their childhoods. For example, a
nine-year-old boy explained ‘we need school because we need to learn, to get a better
job. It means you get paid better...and you can get more things you need, like food and
water and electricity and warmth’. When children’s attention is focused on day-to-day
survival, both educational attainment and aspirations for the future are constrained.

Children expressed frustration at not receiving the support or opportunities they
wanted from education. Children are aware of the inequalities that exist between
schools and know they miss opportunities available to children from better resourced
families and communities. A 12-year-old boy described his deep frustration at not
receiving the one-on-one support he needed to learn. His dream was to have a teacher
to work with him so that he could learn to read and write; but homelessness, frequent
school moves, and an under-resourced school all prevented the help he needed from
being delivered.

Inequities in the resources available to schools create and exacerbate the narrowed
opportunities children experience. Schools in low-SES communities are often under-
resourced and face challenges in retaining staff. The educational attainment of
children growing up in poverty cannot be improved without redressing inequalities
between schools.

Educational Attainment and Relational Deprivation

Relationships both within and beyond school are essential to children’s learning and
educational attainment. The More for Children research highlights the pressure that
poverty places on families and on the relationships that children value most. In some
cases, children described those pressures causing tension and volatility at home.
Children also described their parents’ exhaustion, as they worked long hours and
juggled multiple jobs to meet essential needs. In such contexts, parents and carers
have limited time and capacity to support children’s learning and educational
attainment. These are issues that are beyond the ability of schools to address and
require concerted efforts to reduce poverty and to support families experiencing it.

Strong relationships at school are essential to a positive school climate. Good friends,
and caring teachers and school staff facilitate learning and emotional development.
Children described how some teachers supported both their sense of wellbeing and
their learning. However, as discussed above, children often spoke about their inability
to concentrate at school, resulting in them ‘acting out’ and getting in trouble or being
excluded, or ‘acting in’ and withdrawing from learning activities, particularly in large
classes. These behaviours also impacted, often negatively, on children’s relationships
with teachers and school leaders.

Peer relations are also important in shaping school climate and children’s learning.
Children described the ways in which bullying and negative peer relations undermined
both their experience of school and their learning. High school students who
participated in the More for Children research shared experiences of disturbing levels
of violence. One fifteen-year-old boy described leaving school after a series of fights,
one of which resulted in his hospitalisation. The violence recounted by some children
and young people is not only a significant barrier to learning, but it also compromises
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the safety of both students and school staff. While violent behaviour is not limited to
schools in low SES communities, it was a major concern for the children who
participated in More for Children and one that makes learning and school engagement
impossible.

Concluding Comments: Fostering Educational Attainment for
Children in Poverty

Poverty creates a layering effect on children’s lives and erodes their ability to attend
school regularly and engage in learning. Poverty means children are hungry, do not
have adequate housing, face challenges in accessing essential services, and do not
have the materials necessary for learning (Bessell, 2026). The impacts of poverty on
children include compromised psychological and emotional wellbeing, feelings of
anxiety and stress, and difficulties in regulating behaviour. These impacts do not
dissipate when children enter the classroom, no matter how supportive that classroom
is. Opportunities for learning are significantly narrowed as a direct result of poverty.
Children experiencing poverty need additional support to ensure optimal educational
attainment, with schools serving low SES communities needing more (rather than
fewer) resources than schools serving relatively well-off communities.

Efforts to improve educational attainment will be unsuccessful unless the systems
that create, maintain and exacerbate poverty and inequality for children and their
families are addressed. All children need quality education and schools providing
nurturing environments; if children growing up in poverty are to have equal
educational opportunities quality education and nurturing schools are essential.

Improving educational attainment for children living in poverty requires thinking
systematically about both education and poverty. Individual schools have a crucial role
to play, and many provide exceptional support to students: from providing school
meals to hosting a range of support services. While these initiatives are essential in
supporting children on a day-to-day basis, they are unable to address the underlying
causes of poverty and the breadth and depth of its impacts on children (Bessell, 2025).
Rather than relying on individual schools to create opportunities for individual children
who are already overwhelmed by the burdens of poverty, there is a need to address the
causes of poverty, while addressing unequal access to quality education and fostering
nurturing school environments.
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1

Poverty should be recognised as a key factor driving educational attainment.
This recommendation is accompanied by several associated recommendations:

Recommendation 1.1

Schools in low SES areas, where income poverty is above an agreed
threshold, should receive sufficient additional resources to meet the
needs of the student population.

Recommendation 1.2

Teachers in low SES areas, where income poverty is above an agreed
threshold, should receive sufficient additional support and in-service
training to meet the needs of the student population and alleviate
pressure on individual teachers.

Recommendation 1.3

Nutritious, tasty, high-quality school meals should be provided to all
students in schools in low SES areas.

Recommendation 1.4

Increased rates of government benefits are needed for families below an
agreed threshold to support the full participation of children in education
and to support educational experience and outcomes.

Recommendation 2

Efforts to improve engagement, participation, and outcomes across all levels of school
must recognise and respond to the impact of poverty, noting that engagement and
participation are prerequisites for stronger educational outcomes.

Recommendation 3

Primary school is often missed due to an emphasis on school readiness among pre-
school aged children and on the transition from school to employment, yet primary
school provides essential scaffolding for educational attainment. Thus, efforts to
improve engagement, participation, and outcomes much include a clear focus on
primary school.
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