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‘I just go to school with no food’ – why Australia must tackle child poverty to improve educational 

outcomes 

About one in six children in Australia live in poverty. 

These children generally have poorer educational 

outcomes than more advantaged children. Our 

recently published research shows students who live in 

poverty also experience more social exclusion at 

school than their more advantaged peers. These 

findings suggests disadvantage at home carries over into disadvantage at school. Interventions 

such as anti-bullying programs and increased funding for schools in disadvantaged communities 

can help. However, our analysis suggests there’s a bigger structural problem. To reduce 

educational disadvantage, action is needed to reduce child poverty, which has remained 

stubbornly high since the early 2000s. 

In 1987, Prime Minister Bob Hawke famously pledged to end child poverty by 1990. As a result of 

his government’s actions, child poverty initially declined before increasing again. Child poverty 

rates now are only slightly lower than in 1999. In that time, child poverty has been largely absent 

from policy agendas. Failure to act on poverty will cripple the life chances and productivity of 

future generations. As prime minister, Bob Hawke put child poverty on the agenda with his 

pledge that no child would live in poverty by 1990. 

Our research has looked at the schooling experiences of 3,535 students aged 13 to 14 in in every 

state and territory. Children whose families lacked items most Australian households take for 

granted, such as cars, computers or holidays, were identified as experiencing family poverty. 

Children who reported lacking items that most children see as essential were identified as 

experiencing child deprivation. These items included clothes that allowed them to fit in with 

other children, and their family having money to send them on school camp. 

The proportions living in family poverty or child deprivation were highest among children who 

experienced multiple forms of disadvantage. One in five children with a disability lived in poverty, 

as did one in three who had a caring responsibility for a family member. Over one in four 

Indigenous children and children with a language background other than English also lived in 

poverty. By comparison, this was the case for only one in eight children who were not part of a 

marginalised group. 

Teachers make great efforts to support the education of disadvantaged students. Despite these 

efforts, children living in poverty have lower school completion rates and lower scores on 

national tests such as NAPLAN. And our study shows the effects of poverty still permeate school 

classrooms and playgrounds. In our study, we asked children how much they agreed with the 

statement: “At my school, there is a teacher or another adult: who really cares about me; who 

believes that I will be a success; who listens to me when I have something to say.” The children 

experiencing deprivation reported less support from their teachers. They also reported higher 

rates of bullying than non-deprived children. 

These experiences were in turn associated with students reporting lower levels of life satisfaction. 

That’s an early indicator of mental health problems in youth and adulthood. Children living in 
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poverty report higher rates of bullying and lower levels of life satisfaction than their more 

advantaged peers. 

It’s time to focus again on child poverty 

Child poverty and children’s educational disadvantage require different solutions, but they are 

closely linked. The more poverty there is in Australia, the harder education systems and individual 

teachers have to work to compensate for its effect on student outcomes. The Gonski 2.0 

package of school funding reforms, launched in 2018, aims to at least partially address 

educational disadvantage. However, it is unlikely to break the poverty-educational outcomes 

nexus on its own. The challenge that Hawke set 35 years ago, to end child poverty in Australia, 

needs to be taken up again. Both the Hawke government’s actions in the years following his 

pledge and the current Australian government’s responses to the COVID-19 pandemic show 

how this can be done.  

The next Australian government could follow Hawke’s example and set targets to reduce child 

poverty. History (in Australia and elsewhere) suggests that action will follow and child poverty will 

fall. Reducing poverty will have positive flow-on effects for children’s well-being, development 

and educational outcomes. It will also represent a major step towards Australia achieving the 

UN Sustainable Development Goal of halving poverty rates of all men, women and children by 

2030. 
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