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Abstract 

This study examined the potential influence of policies and practices on the ability of children 

from low-income families to participate fully in the school day.  Pupils from six schools 

participated in 71 focus groups and revealed a range of barriers affecting their school 

experience: transport costs and limited support; clothing costs, stigma and enforcement of 

school dress codes; material barriers to learning at school and home; concerns about free 

school meals; missing out on school trips, clubs and events. 

Findings on school uniform were an important catalyst towards a recent policy change 

in Scotland in increasing the school clothing grant.  
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Introduction 

Family background is an important predictor of academic success, and a large body of 

evidence indicates that poverty has a direct and negative effect on children’s educational 

outcomes (Blanden and Gregg, 2004; Cooper and Stewart, 2013; Dickerson and Popli, 2016; 

OECD, 2016). For instance, children living in poverty are likely to have impaired working 

memory, short attention spans, high levels of distractibility, difficulty monitoring the quality 

of their work, and difficulty generating new solutions to problems, making school harder for 

them (Evans and Schamberg, 2009).  Conversely, increases in family income have been 

associated with gains in cognitive achievement (Cooper and Stewart, 2013; Cooper and 

Stewart, 2017). While the evidence suggests a causal relationship between household income 

and children’s educational outcomes, our understanding of the mechanisms by which poverty 

leads to poorer outcomes is not well understood.  

 

Two key theories are generally used to explain the poverty-attainment gap. According 

to the Resource and Investment theory, children living in poverty fall behind more 

economically advantaged peers because poorer parents have fewer resources to invest in 

goods and services that directly or indirectly contribute to child development (Conger et al, 

2010; Mayer, 1997). Parents on low income lack the resources to provide access to 

stimulating home learning environments, such as books that help children to familiarise with 

the words teachers use in class or the words that appear in reading materials (Connelly et al, 

2014; Jensen, 2013). Resources also determine the ability of children to participate in 

extracurricular activities (Wikeley et al, 2007), and afford day-to-day essentials, such as 

school uniform that can affect feelings of belongingness (Jensen, 2013; Ridge, 2002). Poor or 

damp housing, and nutritional deficiencies associated with poverty directly affect key 

mediators such as children’s health and brain development (Basch, 2011; Gottlieb et al, 1995; 
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Reading, 1997; Taki et al, 2010).   Indeed, children living in poverty are more likely to 

experience other health problems such as chronic disease, mental health problems and 

increased risk of unintentional injuries and accidents associated with wider environmental 

risk, all of which interfere with school attendance and educational outcomes (Benzeval, 2014; 

NHS Health Scotland, 2018) 

 

The Family and Environmental Stress theory on the other hand argues that money 

affects children’s cognitive outcomes through high levels of parental stress. Parents on low 

income experience significant stressors and negative impacts on mental health arising from 

the struggle to pay for day-to-day essentials. (Butterworth et al, 2012; Duncan and Brooks-

Gunn, 1997; Mortimore and Whitty, 2000). Poor parental mental health in turn leads parents 

to use harsher disciplines and less positive comments, which negatively affects children’s 

behavioural and cognitive outcomes (Risley and Hart, 2006; Sosu and Schmidt, 2017). 

Children living in poverty themselves experience greater chronic stress which affects brain 

development, social competence and academic success (Evans et al, 2007).  This stress in 

families, caused by poverty, is thought to result in children spending a part of their day 

worrying instead of learning or playing, leading to “a little part of their childhood being taken 

away” (Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2017). 

 

Existing theories suggest that poverty affects children’s cognitive outcomes mainly 

through parental behaviours. Despite the fact that children spend a large proportion of their 

time with teachers and peers at school, very few studies have explored the mediating role of 

the school environment on the educational experiences of children from low-income 

households. A recent review of evidence suggests that a positive school climate can mitigate 

the association between poverty and poor academic achievement but point to significant gaps 
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in the quantity and quality of research (Berkowitz et al, 2017). It has been argued that schools 

are modelled on particular norms within society and those norms can either help children to 

succeed in the face of economic adversity or lead to further disadvantages (Reay, 2006). For 

instance, evidence suggests that teachers’ decisions and behaviours about children’s ability 

are influenced by children’s socioeconomic background, and this can lead to self-fulfilling 

prophecies of low educational outcomes (McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018; Francis et al, 

2017). Theories of social exclusion (Levitas et al, 2007) also suggest that decisions taken by 

schools can significantly affect the ability of children from low-income households to fully 

participate in school life.  Crucially, research on children’s own perspectives about how 

poverty influences their participation and school experiences is sparse (Berkowitz et al, 

2017). Privileging children’s own voices is likely to give insight into the nuanced ways in 

which poverty affects educational outcomes, a perspective that might not be visible to adults 

within the school or home environment.  It has been suggested that children’s reports of their 

own experiences very often differ from adults’ perceptions of child experiences (Casas, 

2011).   The current study aimed to fill this research gap by exploring children’s experiences 

of the school day and their perceptions of how poverty influences these experiences. 

 

Context of the study: poverty and educational attainment in Scotland 

Similar to the rest of the United Kingdom, recent data on child poverty in Scotland indicates 

one in four children (26%) were living in relative poverty (Scottish Government, 2017a). 

Child poverty rates had been falling for many years but started to rise following the effects of 

the 2008 economic crises and the UK government policy decisions around welfare reforms, 

cuts to public spending, as well as stagnating wages (Scottish Government, 2015a; Scottish 

Government, 2017a).  Within Scotland, the local authority where this study was located has 
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one of the highest rates of child poverty in the UK, with over 34% of children living in 

poverty (End Child Poverty Coalition, 2016).   

 

There is clear evidence in Scotland that poverty significantly influences children’s 

educational outcomes with students from the richest households consistently outperforming 

those from poorer backgrounds (Scottish Government, 2014; Scottish Government, 2015b; 

OECD, 2016; Sosu and Ellis, 2014). Recent Scottish Government policy and investment has 

focused on closing this poverty-related attainment gap. For instance, the National 

Improvement Framework for Scottish education (Scottish Government, 2017c) provides a 

vision for closing the gap through actions such as improved school leadership, teachers’ 

professional development, increased parental engagement, and use of assessment and other 

data to monitor and guide school decision-making. Other policies include the provision of 

free school meals (FSM) being extended to all primary 1 to primary 3 children in Scotland 

from 2015 onwards, to ensure that every child has one hot meal each day and to minimise 

stigma around claiming meals (Scottish Government, 2017b). The Scottish Attainment 

Challenge launched in 2015 committed £750m, some of which is directly given to schools to 

improve the educational achievement of pupils from low-income households.  

 

While schools are increasingly being expected to address the attainment gap through 

curriculum-based and pedagogical measures, there is limited understanding of the underlying 

poverty-related mechanisms involved in educational attainment for the most disadvantaged 

pupils (Scottish Government, 2017c). More specifically, little attention has been devoted to 

understanding and addressing school-related factors that might serve as a barrier to 

attainment for children from low-income backgrounds. Even more scarce is research focused 

on understanding these relationships from children’s own perspective. It is this gap that the 
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current research aimed to fill. The current study was therefore aimed at answering the 

following research question: 

 How do school policies and practices affect the experiences and participation of 

pupils from low-income households? 

 

Methodology 

The Cost of the School Day project 

The current study was part of a larger study, the Cost of the School Day project, initiated by a 

Glasgow City Council-led collaboration to tackle poverty-related issues in education (Poverty 

Leadership Panel, nd)). More specifically, it was aimed at exploring:  a) how school practices 

and education policies impact on the participation and school experiences of pupils from low-

income households, and  b) how school practices and education policies can be designed to 

reduce or remove stigma, exclusion or disadvantage for pupils from low-income households, 

and by doing so remove barriers to learning (Spencer, 2015). 

  

Research Design 

A participatory action research approach was adapted and used for the study (Baum et al, 

2006). With this approach, knowledge is developed through partnerships between researchers 

and people affected by and/or responsible for action on the issues under study (Jagosh et al, 

2012).  In this way, participatory action research can allow school and classroom practices to 

be understood from different perspectives, not least those of the children themselves, and can 

encourage stakeholders to investigate their own situations and practices with a view to 

bringing about improvements (University of Manchester, nd). Participatory research has been 

utilised in educational and home settings to provide insights into young people’s perceptions 

and experiences of poverty and wellbeing (Ridge, 2002; Horgan, 2007; Sutton et al, 2007; 
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Main and Mahony, 2018).  This project was participatory in that its conceptualisation and 

focus was undertaken in collaboration with stakeholders in education, the local authority, 

charities, and public health.  Additionally, pupils were engaged in workshop discussions and 

participatory exercises to:  

(a) understand the ways in which school ‘does things’ from a child’s perspective, that is, 

its policies and practices on key areas,  

(b) learn how pupils think a child from a low-income family would experience the day in 

their school, identifying problems and the impact they would have, and  

(c) identify the main poverty-related problems throughout the school day which require 

attention from the school or local authority.  

 

The action element of the study entailed engaging the participants to highlight things 

they thought should be improved and developing policy guidance for the local authority and 

participating schools, highlighting actions that should be taken to ‘poverty-proof’ the school 

day. Brief details of some of the actions taken, as a result of the recommendations from the 

study, are highlighted in the discussion. 

 

Study Sample and Ethics 

Participants were drawn from six schools (4 primaries and 2 secondaries), chosen on the basis 

of geographic spread and varying levels of deprivation, using the Scottish Index of Multiple 

Deprivation (SIMD). This was a convenience sample of schools recruited with the support of 

Glasgow City Council Education Services. Each SIMD quintile contains 20% of Scotland’s 

datazones, with SIMD quintile 1 being the most deprived datazone and SIMD quintile 5, the 

least deprived.  Two schools were located in quintile 1, two in quintile 2, one in quintile 4 

and one in quintile 5.  
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Pupils were informed about the project either by the project manager in school 

assemblies and classes, or by staff. Participants then either volunteered to take part or were 

selected by staff. In both cases, the project was explained again to children at the start of 

sessions to support informed consent and allow them to withdraw if they wished. Consent 

was sought from parents/carers of those aged under 16 years, and those over 16 years were 

offered the opportunity to opt in to the workshop sessions. Throughout the data collection 

period, assent was continuously sought, and pupils were reminded of their ability to withdraw 

at any point. Primary school children ranged in ages from 8 years (P5) to 12 years (P7) and 

secondary school pupils included children from S1 to S6 (12-18 years).  

 

Data Collection 

In order to engage the pupils, data were collected using focus group discussions with the aid 

of a vignette of a fictional character called Ross from a low-income household who was 

about to start at their school. Ross’s story centred on a family whose mother had lost her paid 

job, which led to a drop in family income.  The vignette was used to offer a safe degree of 

personal distance, which encouraged pupils to explore potentially sensitive topics, and 

captured experiences throughout the entire day that could impact on Ross’s school life. Pupils 

were invited to imagine what Ross’s school day would be like, based on his story. Topics 

included dressing for school, eating breakfast, travelling to school, learning and eating at 

school, school trips, clubs and fun events, travelling home, and after-school learning.  

Children were then invited to talk about any of the school-related topics and identify where 

they thought costs may arise throughout the day.  Details of the vignette and other 

participatory tools and approaches used in the sessions are available in the project report 

(Spencer, 2015).  
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The focus group discussions, termed ‘workshop sessions’, aimed to empower pupils 

to go beyond simple descriptions of their experiences to suggest solutions. Each workshop 

session comprised between 8 and 12 participants, mixed according to gender and free school 

meal entitlement.  All groups took part in two workshop sessions. The purpose of the first 

workshops were to explore the costs involved in attending school while the second 

workshops focussed on developing solutions in terms of looking at what schools were already 

doing and what more could be done. Multiple workshops were undertaken during school 

hours in each school, resulting in a total of 71 workshop sessions with 282 pupils across all 

schools, between September and December 2014. School staff were not present at the 

workshop sessions.   

 

Data analysis 

Data were captured from each session in the form of recordings and/or field notes. All data 

were transcribed and then analysed using the QSR NVivo qualitative data analysis software 

package. As the children’s workshop sessions were directed by prompts based on the fictional 

character scenario, using mediums of journaling, role-play and props (Gibson, 2012), a 

deductive thematic analysis based on these prompts was used. Themes were arrived at after 

several discussions between the researchers and project team.   

 

Findings 

Five themes clustered around: transport cost and limited support entitlement; school clothing 

cost, stigma and enforcement; cost barriers to learning at school and home; concerns about 

free school meals; and, missing out on school trips, clubs and events.   
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Transport cost and limited support entitlement   

Findings on transport to and from school centred around the cost of transport, entitlement to 

free school travel, and transport-related barriers to participation in school events.  Children of 

all ages noted that transport costs could be an issue for the fictional character, Ross. This 

theme was, however, more prominent among secondary school children who were more 

likely to independently travel to school.  Pupils not in receipt of free school transport reported 

weekly costs ranging from between 6 and 10 British pounds (£) for those aged 16 and under, 

and between £12 and £16 pounds for those over sixteen, depending on whether it was a daily 

or weekly ticket. Although there is entitlement to free school travel nationally, it is based on 

distance from school.  Travel passes are provided for primary school children living just over 

two miles (3.2 kilometres), and secondary school pupils living over three miles (4.8 

kilometres) from their school’s catchment area. Some pupils highlighted the unfair and 

arbitrary nature of these boundary lines, which ignored different levels of family income or 

need among families. 

 

“My friend lives like here [points], and I've actually counted the steps [between her house 

and mine]. She has a bus pass and I don't. We have to pay for two people to get the bus”. 

(S3-4). 

 

In some schools, children living outside the school’s catchment area noted that they 

have to walk for up to 45 minutes to school and back each day, or, arrange other means of 

transport such as private car or paying for public transport. Pupils noted that some children 

did not attend school if their parents could not afford public transport costs.  For those in 

receipt of free transport, the strict rules associated with it were cited as a barrier to 

participating in after school clubs and activities, since the bus pass can only be used until 
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5pm.  

 

“We go to football matches with the school as well and they don't get back ‘til 8 o'clock so 

maybe they should extend it” [the bus pass] (S1). 

  

Similar barriers were highlighted with regard to ability to take part in supported study 

after school.  One school runs Easter revision classes, which poses problems for low-income 

families, who could potentially benefit the most, but who have no recourse to free public 

transport during school holidays.  

 

School clothing cost, stigma and enforcement 

The main findings in relation to school clothing were costs, associated stigma surrounding 

lack of acceptable uniform, and enforcement of school dress codes.  

 

Cost and stigma: School uniform and accessories, particularly shoes, bags and jackets, 

emerged as significant costs for low-income families.  Pupils of all ages described its 

symbolic importance as the main indicator of family income. Most schools permit the 

purchase of generic clothing items in the school colours from supermarkets and low-cost 

stores, but differences in brands are noticed, even at primary school level, and children 

recognise the distinction between low cost and expensive clothing and accessories, which can 

result in stigmatisation:  

 

“There's a set uniform, but you can still tell like who's richer and poorer by like the jackets, 

the shoes, the bags” (S3-4). 
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Primary school children thought that the fictional character, Ross, would feel 

embarrassed if he could only afford low-cost school clothing, or had to wear older clothing, 

and would fear being bullied. Some spoke of the difficulties involved in not being able to 

afford uniform items:  

 

“…it's really hard for my mum and she only had enough money to pay for one of my 

brothers’ jackets so I had to stick with the one I had last year”. (P6) 

 

“See, if you’ve got one pair of trousers and one shirt, what are you meant to wear if it's in 

the washing?” (P6) 

 

Enforcement policies: There were some variations in reports of enforcement of school dress 

codes, where it was suggested that some teachers are unhappy about transgressions but 

somewhat flexible, while others operated strict enforcement with disciplinary measures.  

Pupils highlighted the tendency for some teachers to openly discuss children’s clothing, in 

corridors, and to challenge them on uniform in front of their peers, causing embarrassment 

and frustration:  

 

“I think that should be private, especially if it’s an issue to do with money” (S4).  

 

In primary schools, children reported losing class points and subsequent rewards.  In 

secondary schools, pupils described receiving punishment exercises, demerits, detentions and 

being sent home for not wearing the correct uniform:  
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“Some people get paid monthly and they cannae [cannot] even get new shoes until next 

month, but they [teachers] expect it the next day and give you detention until you get black 

shoes” (S4).  

 

Some pupils said that less severe punishments were given for behaviour that affects 

learning, such as disrupting classes or not doing homework, than for breaching school dress 

codes.  

 

Cost barriers to learning at school and at home 

Findings related to extra costs influencing subject choice and digital exclusion barriers to 

learning at home. 

 

Subject choice: The main issues raised regarding learning at school were the cost 

implications of subject choice for secondary school pupils. To study Home Economics, pupils 

typically paid £15 per year and 50 pence per lesson.  One pupil who had wanted to study 

Home Economics decided against it due to the weekly cost, noting that this “takes money off 

my lunch money”.  In one school, choosing Art and Design had implications for costs, despite 

art supplies being provided free of charge.  Several pupils spoke about paint supplies running 

out and the inferior quality of the paint provided in school, potentially impacting on their 

assessment marks:  

 

“if you want actual good paint to do something then you need to go and buy it. If you're 

doing a design unit then [the teacher] will say you need to go and buy nice stuff for it” (S6). 
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In addition to specific subject costs, secondary school pupils reported additional costs 

associated with textbooks and specimen papers for new qualifications, while primary school 

children highlighted the costs of materials for craft homework projects.  One pupil spoke 

about having three craft projects in a row and the consequent costs involved and thought that 

these projects should be more widely distributed throughout the year. 

 

“… if you had to make something from cardboard, and we did egg competitions. So, you had 

to pay for the-- you needed eggs. If you wanted to do more it costs more eggs” (P6).  

 

Digital exclusion barriers to learning at home: Additional costs were highlighted for school 

and home learning resources, such as the requirement to complete homework on a computer, 

with associated internet access, memory sticks and, in some cases, access to a printer, all of 

which were expensive or not available at home.  This issue arose more prominently for 

secondary school children. 

 

“What you have to do, you have to buy a memory stick which is like a tenner (£10) just to put 

your homework on and come into school to try to print it fae [from] a computer at school 

which they’re just going to moan at you about” (S6).  

 

“Especially if you’ve typed it up on something like Notepad instead of Word [because you 

don’t have Office at home], it's not gonnae [going to] look right when it's [not] on Word” 

(S6). 

 

All groups were aware of free online access at local public libraries but cited barriers 

to using them, such as distance from libraries, and the need for parents to accompany children 
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aged under 12 years when using computers, something which may not be possible with work 

and other commitments. For those who did not live near a public library, accessing with or 

without parents, required money for bus fares.  

 

One secondary school group felt that teachers should allow different options, such as 

written homework, and that setting online homework for people without straightforward 

internet access was setting them up to fail: 

 

“If they want pupils to kind of do what they've asked. If they're not going to look at other 

ways of a pupil being able to complete homework, then they can't expect to have it in…. Or 

[they should] give you more than one way of being able to complete it, maybe one using the 

internet and one maybe not” (S4). 

 

 Other barriers to learning in the home raised by pupils included the effect of lack of 

space on their ability to concentrate, and family duties such as helping with siblings.  

 

Concerns about free school meals  

Differences emerged in the way free school meals (FSM) were perceived by both primary 

and secondary school children. In general, primary school children displayed no reaction to 

receipt of (FSM), as they are offered to all P1-3 children in Scotland, since 2015. The school 

meal receipts were sometimes referred to as “dinner tickets”.  

 

“Me and [another boy] …. don’t have to pay cos we’re listed down as tickets cos (because) 

our mum and dad don’t have enough money to give us every day” (P5). 
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In secondary schools, where FSM entitlement is means-tested and based on family’s 

household income, the main themes raised by pupils were: feeling pressurised to go out at 

lunchtime if friends were leaving school to buy food in local shops; embarrassment at having 

to stay in school for a FSM; and, feelings of isolation and being ‘left out’ when friends were 

going out.  It was felt that, regardless of whether pupils had money or not, they would go out 

with their friends in preference to staying alone at school for lunch.  

 

“If your pals are going out at lunch you’ll be a loner. It puts you out of the group….and then 

you’re sitting there on your own” (S3-4). 

 

Some pupils thought that the school meal portion sizes were too small and that 

purchasing food elsewhere represents better value for money and seems manageable to low-

income pupils:  

 

“I have to pay for my lunches and it’s cheaper to go out to [shop] and get something. You 

can go outside and get noodles…they’re only 60p” (S1) and “It’s only a pound for chips” 

(S3-4). 

 

In the school venue for eating meals, referred to as Fuel Zones, pupils can use a ‘Q 

card’ or pay with money. The ‘Q card’ is a system designed partly to avoid potential stigma, 

where £1.50 is automatically loaded onto the card every day for low-income pupils to pay for 

their lunch.  Several pupils reported not using the ‘Q card’, as this was perceived as being an 

indicator that they received FSM, thus ensuring they stood out and were noticed by their 

peers.   
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Missing out on school trips, clubs and events 

Many pupils referred to the costs involved in school trips and events, both the official cost 

and additional more hidden costs, feelings of embarrassment and disappointment at missing 

out if families could not afford it, and the strategies employed to avoid being stigmatised. 

 In terms of cost, a primary school group, speaking about a local school which provides trips 

abroad, queried the affordability of this for families:  

 

“I’ve just been thinking though, how do you get to go to Paris, like how do they get all the 

money, how do they save up for it?... every family has to pay about £150 for their child” (P7). 

 

Schools varied in the types of trips organised, with one school limiting costs and 

raising funds to subsidise trips to accommodate children who may not have the resources.  

Another school offered a range of different trips throughout the school year, some of which 

were free.  Children spoke positively about the free trips, such as to a nearby theme park, and 

the Christmas pantomime. However, the more substantial and costly residential trips were 

viewed as more desirable:  

 

“You do get wee [little] stuff for free but see the ones that everyone wants to go on, they’re 

going to be expensive” (S6).  

 

Pupils felt that missing out on costly school trips meant missing out on fun with 

friends and a chance to experience new things.  They also spoke about having to listen to 

everyone’s excitement prior to the trip and afterwards hearing about all the fun they missed. 

Groups in the primary school in a more affluent area spoke about feelings of embarrassment 

and guilt about not being able to afford to go on school trips:  
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“I’m not angry at my mum because she’s just had a baby and has three kids but it’s pressure 

for the kids and pressure for the parents because my mum felt guilty that I couldn’t go…Why 

do we have costly trips then? I mean, I know they’re more fun maybe but it puts people under 

pressure and it makes people embarrassed and disappointed if they can’t go” (P7).   

 

Most groups referred to the fact that school trips and events involve additional 

expenditure over and above the stated price. Additional costs included money for buying 

snacks; souvenirs on school trips or at the Christmas fair; and dress-up or own clothing for 

special occasions. These presented added financial difficulties for children and families.  

 

“The Christmas fair… it’d be hard for people who don’t have much money because they’d be 

looking at all these things you couldn’t buy” (P7).   

 

One group spoke about a farm trip which entailed an extra £5 for pony trekking, 50 

pence to feed the fish, a packed lunch and £1 for an ice cream. Another reported that all of 

her birthday and Christmas presents were going towards equipment for a winter ski trip.  

 

Equally, groups spoke about the costs of joining after-school clubs, which are not 

limited to membership cost, but include other costs, such as equipment, travel costs, and 

ticket prices if family members wished to attend events. Children discussed strategies to 

avoid embarrassment or stigma, such as misbehaving in order to pretend to classmates that 

they had been excluded from the activity, and feigning disinterest in the trip or activity. 

However, some children also referred to potential emotional impacts on themselves and their 

families: 
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“It would make you feel left out, and it would make you need to lie. Like say, I’m not really 

into violin even though you really could be. And then you’d go home sad and your mum 

would be stressed out and won’t know what to do” (P7). 

 

Pupils also spoke about a visible dip in school attendance on non-uniform days 

(where they can wear personal clothing if they pay a small fee towards school funds), and 

when classmates were away on a trip or at a fun event. In the case of ‘reward’ trips, where 

participation is predicated on good school attendance records, children from low-income 

families may still not be able to afford to attend, despite excellent attendance.  Several groups 

indicated a perception of built-in discrimination, and thought that, even if their attendance 

was good, they would not be rewarded if they could not afford to pay for the trip.  

 

Discussion 

This study set out to explore the effects of school practices and education policies on the 

participation and school experiences of pupils from low-income households.  The goal was to 

highlight how school practices and policies could be designed to reduce or remove stigma, 

exclusion or disadvantage for pupils, and by doing so, remove barriers to learning. The 

findings provide experiential and perceptual evidence of the barriers faced by low-income 

children in their ability to access and participate fully in the school experience. The children 

identified significant barriers relating to most elements of the school day, from getting 

dressed in the morning right through to completing homework in the evening. Consistent with 

the Resource and Investment theory (Mayer, 1997), costs arising from school policies and 

practices emerged as notable barriers across most of the themes explored. Some key costs 

evidenced in this study related to transport barriers to holiday revision classes and after 
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school clubs and activities, additional equipment costs for after-school clubs, school uniform 

costs, and resources for home learning.  Crucially, these findings provide insights into how 

school-based factors contribute to the link between poverty and educational outcomes. 

 

The personal accounts of difficulties associated with restricted transport support and 

entitlement, such as the inability to travel and participate in after-school activities that fall 

outside the entitled free travel times, are consistent with other studies (Wikeley et al, 2007; 

Tanner et al, 2016; Farthing, 2014). Evidence suggests that these extra-curricular activities 

benefit pupils from low-income households in terms of additional learning experiences 

(Massoni, 2011), development of better social, emotional and behavioural skills and better 

attainment (Tanner et al, 2016; West, 2007).  Flexibility is therefore required around free 

school travel entitlement to enable children from low-income households to participate in 

out-of-school hours and holiday activities.  Additionally, the place-based approach to 

allocating free travel, introduced in the 1980’s, should be revised to incorporate an element of 

need, for low-income families. Alternate approaches such as the London Zip Oyster card 

could be explored.  

 

The findings relating to school uniform affordability and enforcement policies in 

contributing to embarrassment and perceived stigma were highlighted by previous studies 

(Holloway et al, 2014).  Estimates in Scotland suggest that the basic cost of a child’s school 

uniform at the lowest retail price is almost £130. However, at the time this study was carried 

out, the average school uniform support given by local governments to low-income families 

in Scotland was £50 with a range from £20 to £110 (Glasgow Centre for Population Health, 

2016). This difference between the support provided and actual costs of school uniform is a 

source of significant financial pressure on low-income families.  
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Apart from cost, school uniforms appear to impact attainment through discipline- 

related problems associated with not having the required uniform, resulting in exclusion or 

absence from school.  School uniform and accessories such as school bags, jackets and shoes, 

were also viewed as key indicators of income, thereby leading to stigma. Pupils reported 

being singled out, bullied and made to feel embarrassed by other pupils and teachers for not 

having the ‘right’ clothing or breaching of school uniform codes. Such actions can have 

negative impacts on pupils’ relationships with their peers (Holloway et al, 2014) and 

teachers. Uniform breaches can also become more of an issue for poorer rather than more 

affluent children in terms of the regularity of punishments (Horgan, 2007; Sutton et al, 2007), 

which has consequences for attainment.    

 

Issues of stigma also extend to school meals, particularly among secondary school 

pupils, where eligibility for free school meals (FSM) is dependent on receipt of certain 

welfare benefits.  Although the FSM policy was designed to lessen the financial burden on 

low-income families, not every entitled family applies and not every entitled child uses their 

FSM ticket (Holloway et al, 2014). In this study, pupils eligible for FSM faced pressure to go 

out with friends at lunchtime to avoid embarrassment, being singled out and isolated. This 

stigma associated with claiming FSM has been reported in other studies and has in some 

cases been linked to bullying (Holloway et al, 2014). Addressing the unintended 

consequences associated with how FSM are administered should therefore be prioritised by 

education and school authorities. 

 

A key poverty-related barrier to children’s ability to participate fully in education was 

the finding that money appeared to limit pupil’s subject choices, particularly when the subject 
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requires payment for equipment or learning materials. The subsequent avoidance of cost-

bearing subjects has also been found elsewhere (Farthing, 2014; Holloway et al, 2014; 

Iannelli et al, 2015). Farthing (2014) found that almost one-third of students from low-

income families chose not to study arts-based subjects due to the associated costs.  

Homework tasks can also require parents to buy extra subject materials, and there was a 

perception from children that the quality of resources used influences teacher judgement of 

the quality of school work submitted. This perception, if found to be a reality, raises 

significant issues about how teachers reinforce inequality in educational experiences. Policies 

should therefore be introduced to stop curriculum charges for subjects. This would help 

pupils from low-income households to choose subjects on the basis of interest rather than 

cost.   

 

Closely linked to the above is the inability of children to complete homework tasks 

due to a lack of access to home computing facilities. While secondary school pupils are 

increasingly being set homework requiring online research, evidence suggests that in some of 

the poorest areas of the Scotland, only 46% of households have a broadband internet 

connection, compared with 91% in more affluent areas (White, 2013). Those without internet 

access therefore have to access internet for homework through public and school libraries, as 

well as community centres.  However, this option is becoming restricted due to financial cuts 

across local authorities leading to library closures and limited opening hours (BBC, 2016; 

McNab, 2018). Therefore, education authorities need to carefully examine and address the 

tensions associated with the need to exploit the role of technology to facilitate learning and 

the likely inequalities that this may raise due to differences in children’s socioeconomic 

backgrounds. 
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The limits to school participation were particularly evident in discussions around cost 

barriers to taking part in school trips, fun events and after-school clubs. This study revealed 

feelings of isolation and embarrassment at not being able to participate in these activities. 

From an attainment point of view, inability to participate in extra-curricular activities is an 

impediment to learning experiences, which affects pupils’ engagement and learning in school 

(Hirsch, 2007). For children from low-income families, it also leads to deprivation and 

reduced opportunities for social experiences with friends (Ridge, 2002; Ridge, 2009; The 

Children’s Society, 2014). Previous studies have indicated that children worry about asking 

parents for extra amounts of money charged for participating in activities, no matter how 

small (Horgan, 2007). Children in this study, as in others, had insights into the challenges and 

demands of poverty on their parents, and moderated their own needs to protect parents by 

withholding information about school trips or activities with an associated cost (Peters et al, 

2009; Ridge, 2002; Ridge, 2009).  

 

Overall, our findings also lend credence to the argument that education is a ‘classed’ 

phenomenon, where the curriculum itself, and the way it is structured and implemented is 

more advantageous to those from high income households (Horgan, 2007). Pupils in this 

study highlighted the risk of receiving detention and other disciplinary measures when they 

could not conform to school policies. Thus, education could unknowingly reflect existing 

inequalities in society, rather than trying to narrow these inequalities.  Therefore, policy 

interventions to address these phenomena need to be considered (Raffo et al, 2007). 

 

Our findings are limited in that only a small number of schools were involved in the 

study. The location of the study also means that issues highlighted predominantly reflect 

those associated with urban poverty and we may not have been able to capture distinct 
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problems relating to semi-rural and rural poverty.  Additionally, while macro-level indicators 

were used to select schools which are in low-income areas, participants were not selected 

based on their household incomes. It is therefore possible that we missed some nuanced 

experiences that may be obtained by selecting children from low-income households. Our 

approach aimed, however, to avoid a situation where selected participants become further 

stigmatised within the school environment.  Finally, this study did not aim to address the 

different experiences of some children who are likely to suffer multiple disadvantage by 

virtue of, for example, gender or migrant status.  This may be a useful area for future 

research.   

 

A key strength of the study is its contribution to the understanding of how poverty 

influences the ability of young children to fully participate in school experiences important 

for educational attainment.  Crucially, it highlights the role of the school in mediating the 

effects of poverty on attainment, and how some school policies can widen the attainment gap 

between low-income and better off children.  

  

Policy and practice impacts and implications  

In addition to arguments already highlighted above, protecting households from income 

poverty should be a central part of government efforts to enable all children to participate 

fully in the experiences offered by the school. This is increasingly important given the current 

and predicted rise in child poverty levels in the UK (Browne and Hood, 2016; Cooper and 

Stewart, 2017).  Additionally, it is important for all school staff and future teachers to 

understand how school policies and practices can limit pupils’ participation and affect their 

school experience, and subsequent educational attainment. In-service and pre-service 

professional development activities focused on these issues will help schools to implement 
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effective change, not only in removing financial barriers to children’s participation, but also 

in reducing associated stress and stigma (Cooper and Stewart, 2017; Graham et al, 2018).  

 

 In Scotland, emerging findings during the Cost of the School Day (CoSD) study 

influenced policy which committed to action to reduce the costs of school for low income 

parents (actions 29 and 30; Scottish Government, 2016).  This action plan also heralded the 

introduction of a new Child Poverty Bill (Scottish Parliament, 2017) and an associated 

delivery plan with targets for reducing child poverty by 2030 (Scottish Government, 2018a). 

 

The findings have also been a key catalyst in changes to school clothing grant awards. 

Since the discrepancy between the grants and the actual costs of school uniforms was 

highlighted, the Scottish Government has announced a new national minimum clothing grant 

payment of £100, that will benefit an estimated 120,000 low-income families (Scottish 

Government, 2018b).  More recently, the local authority in which the study was undertaken 

further increased the local payment to £110 (Glasgow City Council, 2018), and in 2016, 

payment of school clothing grants in the local authority was automated, removing the need 

for families to proactively apply for the grant.  As a result of this initiative, 97% of eligible 

families have received a school clothing grant award.   

 

Conclusion  

By privileging children’s voices, this study revealed important insights that were consistent 

with the Resource and Investment theory and the Family Stress theory and contributed 

towards influencing policy at national and local levels on school clothing grants. Moreover, 

the children’s insights are a continuing reminder of the need to address other barriers to 

learning, such as transport costs, assumptions around families having internet access, or 
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sufficient income to allow children to participate in after-school clubs and residential school 

trips.  

 

With poverty significantly influencing educational outcomes, this study has shown 

that actively listening to children can increase our understanding of non-pedagogical actions 

that need to be addressed, if we are to ensure that all children have the opportunity to enjoy 

growing up, learning and achieving their full potential. 
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