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• 20% child poverty rate before housing costs 

• 24% child poverty rate after housing costs

• 65% of children in poverty are in in-work poverty

• What these statistics do not convey…

1. Poverty (2017-18)

https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-income-inequality-scotland-2015-18/

https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-income-inequality-scotland-2015-18/
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Poverty is dynamic…



What causes poverty?

• Child poverty in Scotland is mainly due to 

causes, or drivers, partially or wholly outside 

parents’ control and usually completely outside 

children’s control. 

• These include aspects of

– social security

– income from employment

– the costs of living.

http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/children/child-poverty/child-
poverty-overview/causes-of-child-poverty

http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/children/child-poverty/child-poverty-overview/causes-of-child-poverty


Welfare expenditure exercise 

Benefit Percentage

State pension 

Tax credits

Housing benefit

Disability benefits

Incapacity benefits

Child benefit

Jobseekers allowance

Other

Total 100%



Welfare expenditure exercise 

Benefit Percentage

State pension 45%

Tax credits 13%

Housing benefit 11%

Disability benefits 8%

Incapacity benefits 7%

Child benefit 5%

Jobseekers allowance 1%

Other 11%

Total 100%



1. Poverty and education



Feinstein 2003



Why?

• Why children from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds do worse in school than those 

from higher socioeconomic backgrounds

– Family Stress Model

– Family Investment Model



Family Stress Model

Long term Poverty Child Outcomes 

Family stress
Adult relationships
Depression/anxiety
Emotional distress

Parenting 
Stressed parenting
Increased conflict



Family Investment Model

• Education as desirable consumption good;

– Buying housing in good catchment areas;

– Paying tutors;

– Private education;

– Private education and tutors (yes really!)

• Social and Cultural capital

• When funding is put into schools to raise attainment it 
will raise the attainment of all children and the gap 
between rich and poor will remain the same or widen.



Poverty, children and education 

• problems are more likely to arise, at school, for 
working class children because the form of 
participation that is required of them at school 
doesn't closely match the one that is required of 
them at home and in their immediate surroundings. 

• Educated middle class parents, in contrast, tend to 
be better off, better educated and require of their 
children at home a form of participation that matches 
more closely what is expected of children at school. 

• This means that compared to their middle class 
peers, working class children tend to be at a 
disadvantage when they get to school where they 
first have to learn all about a new form of learning, 
which is called education.

Evans (2006: 7)



Poverty, children and education 

• Working-class  parents valued education no less 
than middle-class parents, but depended on the 
teacher to educate their child (Crompton). 

• Middle-class parents, however, had no such 
deference to professionals, and saw education  as 
a shared  enterprise (Crompton).

• 'Middle-class  parents,  in  supervising,  monitoring  
and overseeing the educational experience of  their 
children, behave in ways that mirror the requests of 
schools. This appears to provide middle-class 
children with educational advantages over working-
class children' (Lareau 1997: 714).





Poverty, parents and education



Contradictory experiences of school

• Parents’ living in poverty report both positive and negative 

experiences of school.

• They say they struggled, and that they didn’t get on with teachers, 

but that they loved school.

• School was sometimes considered a sanctuary.

• Don’t assume children living in poverty, the young person who 

might act up in class and you may think of as a pain, or the children 

dealing with other family adversities - which are more likely to occur 

when you’re living in poverty - isn’t glad to be there, or enjoying 

school.

• Children and young people living in poverty say that school is 

extremely important to them. The things that are most important to 

them are their relationships with teachers and with peers (feeling 

valued, belonging and acceptance).



Growing up in Scotland

• The following graphs are taken from sweep 7 of 

the growing up in Scotland study where parents 

are asked about their own experiences of 

school.
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Source: Growing Up in Scotland Sweep 7
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Source: Growing Up in Scotland Sweep 7
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Source: Growing Up in Scotland Sweep 7
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Parental confidence

Confident in all 
subjects 

73%

Not confident in all 
subjects

27%

How confident I am helping child with homework

Confident in all subjects Not confident in all subjects

Source: Growing Up in Scotland sweeps 1 – 7

Weighted by longitudinal weight from sweep 7





Poverty, teachers and education



Poverty, teachers and education

• There are misunderstandings, among teachers and student 
teachers, that the causes of poverty-related educational 
underachievement lie with pupils or their parents as individuals, 
rather than within institutional structures and practices (Thompson et 
al., 2016). 

• Such misunderstanding leads to teachers and student teachers 
falling back on negative stereotypes of children and parents 
(Thompson et al., 2016). 

• Poverty is not always taught in initial teacher training, nor in 
continuing professional development, and so teachers are often 
uninitiated in the differences between the causes and 
consequences of poverty. 

• This leads some teachers’ to express views linking poverty with 
‘parental values, choices and financial skills’ (Spencer, 2015: 45). 



Poverty, teachers and education

• This makes them more likely to display attitudes that cause 
(unintended) exclusion for poor children within schools. 

• It can trigger low well-being, frustration, disengagement, 
truancy and exclusion. 

• Yet, teachers and student teachers, unless otherwise taught, 
cannot be expected to understand the causes and 
consequences of poverty and its effects on children’s 
education. 

• This suggests that educating the educators on these issues 
is an essential part of alleviating the effects of poverty on 
children’s education.



Poverty, teachers and education

• Teachers blame parents for many of the problems 
their children face (Horgan, 2011). 

• Teachers often display misunderstandings towards 
the causes and consequences of poverty BUT they 
do report being keen to reduce stigma for children 
living in poverty and want to do more to ensure they 
have a successful education (Horgan, 2007). 

• It is vital for the inclusion and success of poor 
children’s education that some teachers’ negative 
assumptions are supportively challenged and their 
desire to improve children’s outcomes encouraged.



Poverty of aspirations

• Aspirations have become a key educational policy driver in 
the UK and are seen as one of the critical levers for 
improving educational attainment and raising skills.

• children and their parents are seen as lacking ambition 

• leads to a deficit view of aspirations, holding young people 
and their parents ‘responsible’ for their ‘lack of’ ambition.

• but aspirations expressed by young people and their 
parents reflect the expectations and constraints inherent 
within their setting, rather than a free choice of desired 
outcome.

Ralf St Clair & Amanda Benjamin (2011) Performing desires: the dilemma of aspirations and educational attainment, British Educational Research 
Journal, 37:3, 501-517
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Despite excellent work on child poverty by the Scottish 

Government, myths persist…

Alex Cole-Hamilton (LD)

Michelle Ballantyne (C)

Ruth Maguire (SNP)

Scottish Parliament 8 November 2017. Official report of the Stage 3 debate on the Child Poverty (Scotland) Bill [Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish 
Parliament. Available: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11177&i=101890 [Accessed 6 December 2017].

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11177&i=101890


https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/snp-and-jo-swinson-clash-over-question-time-
comments-on-scottish-education-1-4938790

https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/snp-and-jo-swinson-clash-over-question-time-comments-on-scottish-education-1-4938790






Poverty of aspirations

• Children living in poverty do have high aspirations for themselves, 
although the jobs they aspire to are often of the gendered variety familiar 
to them within the context of their knowledge and experience, such as 
hairdressers or mechanics (Horgan, 2007). 

• That is to say that ‘aspirations expressed by young people reflect the 
expectations and constraints inherent within their setting, rather than a 
free choice of desired outcome’ (St Clair and Benjamin, 2011: 502).  

• Children do not start off with low expectations. When they are younger 
they have the same hopes and dreams as all children, however, their 
confidence in their ability to attain their aspirations becomes diminished 
over time. 

• Aspirations, even in communities struggling with poverty, are very high—
the missing element is the knowledge of how to make these aspirations 
real and obtainable. 

• Parents living in poverty also have high aspirations for their children but 
feel unable to engage with their child’s learning in the home and feel 
inadequate in their knowledge and experience to help their children. 



Mary’s story



Mary’s ACEs

• That’s right, she doesn’t have any.

• But she does have:

– Bereavement

– Parental physical illness/disability

– Overcrowding

– Young carer

– Poverty

– Deprived neighbourhood

– Problems at school (bullying?)



ACEs

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/2019/08/01/repackaging-old-problems/


ACEs – methodological problems

• The original study is not a population-based study, it 
comprises a sample of predominantly white, middle-
class, adult, private health insurance (Kaiser 
Permanente) patients.

• This makes it a biased sample, one that, for example, 
excludes the study of socioeconomic disadvantage 
(privately insured) and ethnicity (predominantly white). 

• retrospective questionnaires with adults –
recollections of childhood experiences biased 
according to adult outcome.

• But, it was never intended for how it has come to be 
used.

• https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/2019/08/01/repackaging-old-problems/

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/2019/08/01/repackaging-old-problems/


ACEs – biology, brains and epigenetics

• Medical model - issues are often only taken 
seriously if they can be labelled as a medical 
problem or considered a disease.

• Why the medical professions has discovered 
adversity.

• The epigenetic ‘evidence’ is supposition.

• ACEs advocates talk of a cumulative ‘dose 
response’ and of the ‘toxic stress’ induced by 
negative experiences as though these are matters 
of medical fact. They are not, they are overly 
fatalistic metaphors

• https://blogs.kent.ac.uk/parentingculturestudies/files/2018/01/The-Problem-with-ACEs-EY10039-
Edwards-et-al.-2017-1.pdf

https://blogs.kent.ac.uk/parentingculturestudies/files/2018/01/The-Problem-with-ACEs-EY10039-Edwards-et-al.-2017-1.pdf


ACEs – deterministic and catastrophic

• ACEs is a particularly deterministic concept: the 
effects of having ACEs is though not only to lead to 
a degraded life and early death, but also to 
defective parenting, which, it is asserted, will lead 
indisputably to ACEs in the next generation.

• No attention paid to severity, timing or duration of 
adversity.

• Types of ACEs – can we bundle parental 
separation with sexual abuse?

• Is parental separation always bad?

• When is an ACE not an ACE?



ACEs – biased and deficit-based

• As with other family-deficit models that seek to explain 
inequalities in childhood, the parenting of those from a lower 
social class and/or non-white ethnicity, particularly mothers, 
is being held up against upper-middle class white standards 
and found lacking.

• Parenting and family is culturally specific. Hartas (2019) 
finds that there is a very low prevalence of ACEs reported in 
Asian families compared to white, Hispanic and other 
groups, suggesting that there are cultural and ethnic 
influences on perceptions of parenting and childhood 
experiences.

• NZ researchers have called it a racist tool.

• The ACEs concept does not include assets, or protective 
factors, or family and community support, or other resources.

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/2019/08/01/repackaging-old-problems/

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/2019/08/01/repackaging-old-problems/


ACEs – families, gender and mothers

• The ACEs approach is not a neutral, evidence-based 
diagnosis. 

• based on a deficit model of the family, of parents, and of 
mothers especially: they are centred on the quality of 
parental caregiving, particularly mothers’, making the family 
the cause of, and the solution to, adversities experienced.

• Adverse Child Experiences is the latest in a long line of 
diagnoses of, and simple solutions to, complex social issues. 

• risks pathologising a huge number of people and blurring the 
boundaries of normal and abnormal experiences.

• ACEs turn the individual into an object who is subjected to 
experiences, not a human being who interprets them.

• Humans reflect, respond, learn and create new narratives. 
Very dynamic and adaptable. 



ACEs – follow the money

• Original study of privately insured health patients.

• Suggestions insurance companies have already 
and will start to ask about ACEs for health/life 
insurance etc (I couldn’t find direct evidence of this 
at present).

• Private consultants making a lot of money. Money 
for old rope? Snake oil?

• Event in Glasgow in September 2018, 2500 
attendees paying £100-£150 per head (of public 
money). That equates to £250,000 - £375,000. 
Where did the money go?



Summary of ACEs

• Deterministic

• Catastrophic

• Sample of white, middle-class, privately insured 

Americans in one city

• Gendered

• Home-based

• Culturally insensitive

• Lack nuance: severity and chronicity

• Ignores poverty and inequality



ACEs

https://blogs.kent.ac.uk/parentingculturestudies/files/2018/01/The-Problem-with-ACEs-EY10039-Edwards-et-al.-2017-1.pdf


https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pubmed/fdz158/5688172


https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/CRFRresilience/resources/


ACEs

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40471-019-00216-2


https://www.eif.org.uk/blog/off-to-hell-in-a-hand-cart-challenging-a-simplistic-view-of-aces-and-their-impact


ACEs

https://hopefulchildhoods.wordpress.com/


https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/child-poverty

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/child-poverty


https://www.euppublishing.com/doi/full/10.3366/scot.2018.0259



