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Introduction

According to recent statistics, 4.3 million children are living in poverty in the UK which
amounts to 24% of all children. The statistic is much higher for children who belong to a black
and minority ethnic group: 47% (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024). Living in poverty means
that there is a constant struggle for the household resource to meet the needs of the members
of the household, and children and young people can lack access to sufficient food, adequate
heating and clothing and, at times, appropriate accommodation. The Poverty and Education
Network was founded in 2014 and has a national and international perspective on the impact
of poverty on school education for children and young people. The Network has forged
effective working relationships with many of the University providers of Education (and other
subject areas) and external bodies such as Scottish Government researchers and NGOs. In
recent years, one of the main aims of the research conducted by members of the Poverty and
Education Network has been to uncover ‘hidden poverty’. This refers to forms of poverty that
affect children and young people that are not known, or less well-known. This work includes,
for example, inequalities in access to music education in Scotland (Wilson et.al., 2020). Much
of the research by members of the Network, has been presented in the two symposia that we,
as a group, present at the annual SERA conference and in some shared publications (McKinney
et. al., 2020; McKinney et al., 2023). In this short article we examine some of the research
within three periods of time: pre-Covid-19; Covid-19 and post-Covid-19. We justify this on the
grounds that the effects of Covid-19 (and world-wide economic crisis) has increased levels of
poverty, and this has had a serious impact on many aspects of society and, most notably, school
education.

Pre-Covid-19

Covid-19 disrupted almost all aspects of the social, professional, educational and economic
spheres of life, as well as having a major effect on physical and mental health and wellbeing of
many people. As needs to be pointed out repeatedly, poverty and the impact of poverty affected
many children and young people in the pre-Covid-19 era. One major issue was food poverty,
or food insecurity. This was evidenced by the number of children and young people who were
eligible for free school meals (beyond the universal provision of school meals for children in
the lower years of primary schools in Scotland). One of the deficiencies of the free school meal
provision: the lack of free meals during extended holiday periods, had been identified and was
beginning to be addressed in parts of the UK. The increase in food poverty was further
evidenced by the necessity for free breakfast clubs in schools for the most deprived children
and the increasing rise in demand for assistance from foodbanks across the UK and (Crawford
et. al., 2016; Graham et. al., 2017). The Trussell Trust, the largest group of Foodbanks in the
UK, recorded a rise in the number of food parcels distributed from 0.3 million in 2012-2013 to
1.9 million in the immediate pre-Covid period in 2019-2020 (Pratt, 2023). As shocking as these
figures from the Trussell Trust are, there are also many independent food banks (supermarkets,
community centres, churches, synagogues, mosques) throughout the UK, and the overall
uptake of food parcels will be much higher, but difficult to calculate. An interesting focus of



research in Glasgow, conducted by members of the Network, has been the successful
‘mentoring’ of young people from working class and lower-income households as they
prepared for public exams (Wilson et. al., 2014; Wilson & Hunter, 2023). These young people
were mentored by (predominantly) retired middle-class professionals. The aim was to support
these young people in acquiring the appropriate forms of social and cultural capital required to
access and adapt to Higher Education.

Covid-19

Forms of poverty that had been identified pre-Covid were exacerbated during the pandemic.
One of the troubling yet ironic effects of Covid-19 was that this period also served to illuminate
some hidden forms of poverty that affect children and young people. This was troubling
because these hidden forms of poverty were quite prevalent but less well known. This was
ironic because forms of poverty that were once hidden are uncovered, even in unusual
circumstances, and there are opportunities to intervene and support the children and young
people who are affected. Covid-19 served to promote a greater awareness of the digital divide,
the situation of young carers and the increase in food poverty (McKendrick & Campbell, 2020;
Treanor & Troncoso, 2023). A greater public awareness of the digital divide, or digital poverty
emerged as it became clear that not all children and young people were able to engage in online
learning and teaching in a consistent and effective way. This was due to some, or all, of the
following issues: (1) access to devices; (2) learning space; (3) connectivity; (4) digital literacy
and (5) parental engagement (McKinney et al., 2023). Another issue that received greater
attention was the challenges faced by young carers in the UK. Young carers are children and
young people who are below 18, or are 18 and remain in school, who care for a family member,
or members, or a friend (ME WE Young Carers, 2022). The caring can be for adults or siblings
and the adults can suffer from illness, have a disability, a mental health condition or suffer from
drug or alcohol addiction or related health problems. The young carers often belong to
households that have limited income. During periods of restrictions and lockdowns, the young
carers had to assume greater caring responsibilities, as Social Service support decreased.
Further, they were unable to attend school (a respite from caring duties) and connect with
friends which led to a deterioration in the mental health of many young carers. As regards the
rise in food poverty, the Trussell Trust recorded an increase in distribution of food parcels in
2020-2021 to 2.6 million although there was a dip in uptake in 2021-2022.

Post-Covid-19

While there continues to be some debate about a ‘post-Covid’ period, the effects of Covid have
lessened considerably. However, in the last few years, there has been a cost-of-living crisis in
many parts of the world, including the UK. The uptake of food parcels reported by the Trussell
Trust continued to rise and reached an all-time high of 3 million parcels in 2022-2023. More
than a million of these food parcels were distributed for children. Although uniform poverty
predated Covid-19, it became more pressing in the immediate post-Covid period as research
revealed that there were inconsistencies in the amount of the school clothing grant and the
eligibility criteria in Scotland (Shanks, 2022; Shanks and McKinney, 2022). Post Covid-19,
some school uniform banks were insufficiently stocked to meet the post lockdown demands.
Further, there has been an increased uptake in uniform banks in the cost-of-living crisis since
2022. One of the issues that will have to be explored is the extent to which the restrictions and
lockdowns that were precipitated by Covid-19 violated the rights of children and young people,
albeit inadvertently, and threatened their health. The limited access to school and school
closures prevented children from accessing free school meals throughout the world. While the



rights were violated (arguably) to protect other rights, the implications of the lockdowns meant
that food security for many children and young people was jeopardised. While remedial
measures were introduced in many places, this does raise serious questions about the precarity
of the dependence on the school as the locus of free meals.

Rural poverty and the higher cost of living in rural areas were, and remain, a serious challenge.
The cost of food and transport fuel are high and living costs are typically higher than in urban
areas (Glass & Atterton, 2022). In the post-Covid period there is a greater focus on the students
in Further and Higher Education. There are currently issues about the effects of the cuts in
recruitment to Further Education Colleges in Scotland and the very real possibility of a more
limited curriculum being offered to students in these Colleges (Rocks and Hamilton, 2024).
This will have an impact on widening participation in university for students from the most
deprived areas. Another urgent, and under-researched, issue is the impact of poverty on students
in Higher Education in the UK. Around a quarter of students are experiencing food poverty
and are unable to afford other necessities. This is having a detrimental effect on the mental
health of many students and affecting their studies (Russell Group Students’ Unions, 2023).
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