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Introduction







‘Nowhere is Britain’s social mobility failure more obvious than in the example of school exclusion in England. Excluded children are the most vulnerable: twice as likely to be in the care of the state, four times more likely to have grown up in poverty, seven times more likely to have a special educational need and ten times more likely to suffer recognised mental health problems. Yet our education system is profoundly ill-equipped to break a cycle of disadvantage for these young people.’1





Children in England are permanently excluded from state-funded secondary schools at an average rate of two exclusions per 1000 students (usually recorded as a rate of 0.2).2 When you include the excluded children from all other types of school, there are on average over 40 permanent exclusions per day.3 You might consider this number to be too high or too low – depending on your experience and perspective – but whatever your opinions regarding the morality of school exclusion, it is inarguable that the educational and life outcomes of excluded children are significantly worse than those of their peers. In general, they achieve far fewer academic qualifications; many of them fail to move into employment, training or further education after their GCSEs; and they make up a disproportionately high number of the children in prison. Take a moment to imagine what the impact might be if we could somehow reduce the exclusion rate – even just from two children per 1000 down to one. Would this protect at least some from those negative outcomes?


You may have concerns about such a change. If all those extra children remain in mainstream schools rather than being excluded, might there not be a significant increase in serious or violent incidents, a rise in disruptive behaviours and a deterioration in staff wellbeing? And might not these factors ultimately lead to a crisis in teacher retention? Moreover, a change such as this in the rate of permanent exclusion across the whole system would require the combined efforts of thousands of staff, students, parents and carers, leadership teams and governors (and that is without considering the efforts of external services such as social care or mental health providers) – by no means an easy task!


However, you may be surprised to discover there is evidence to suggest that such a shift has occurred at least once already. In the academic year from September 1997 to July 1998, the rate of exclusion in state-funded secondary schools was 0.33 (so over three children out of every 1000). (From this point onwards, please assume that the term ‘exclusion’ always refers to permanent exclusion.) One year later this rate was 0.28 and the year after that it was 0.21. In just three years, the rate of exclusion dropped from 0.33 to 0.21 – by far the sharpest change in exclusion rates since published records began.


But guess when the published records began…
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Figure 1. Permanent exclusion rate in state-funded secondary schools, 1997/98–2018/19.4





The year 1997/98 is the first in the published statistics. Since the Department for Education began to report such data – and thus, since the realities of systemic exclusion entered the general consciousness of the education sector (and the public) – secondary schools have maintained much lower rates of exclusion, reaching a low of 0.12 in 2012/13. In general, the changes from year to year have been small. So what happened to cause such a dramatic drop in exclusion across those first few years? To answer this question, let us focus on ‘the Excludables’ – the children belonging to groups that always seem to be disproportionately excluded from school.


The Timpson review5 was a government-commissioned study of school exclusion and, unsurprisingly, I will refer to it many times in this book. The report highlighted the disproportionately high exclusion of boys, students who receive free school meals, students with special educational needs and students of certain ethnicities. The available government data – spanning over two decades – reveals that the disproportionate exclusion of these groups is a long-term problem and one that has been very resistant to change.


So did any of these groups undergo significant change between 1997 and 2000, when school exclusion rates dropped so dramatically? There was no substantial shift in the number of students registered as having special educational needs (SEN), nor any dramatic changes in SEN policy or funding. The population of secondary-age students in England did not experience a huge decrease in the number of Gypsy, Roma, Traveller, Black Afro-Caribbean or Mixed White/Afro-Caribbean children (the ethnic groups that experience the highest rates of exclusion). The gender balance of school-age children in the UK remains stable. And there was certainly no momentous decrease in levels of child poverty during this period.


Is it possible that the drop in exclusion rates occurred simply because the figures were now reported to the government and then published? Were schools made to feel more accountable, perhaps because Ofsted (the body that publicly inspects and grades schools) was paying more attention to the data? And how could such a dramatic shift occur over three years without a huge amount of attention? This apparently random occurrence has implications that would fascinate most educational researchers. The data set is enormous and there are many different variables to measure and questions to ask. For instance: was the decrease shared equally across vulnerable groups? What was the impact on the alternative provision sector, who often provide education for those who have been excluded? What were the impacts (if any) on staff wellbeing? What were the impacts on student wellbeing?


We can see that something must have shifted within schools at this time. Either they really did exclude far fewer pupils or they became more resourceful in finding alternatives – both legal ones such as ‘managed moves’ (essentially a trial period at another mainstream school) and illegal ones such as ‘off-rolling’ students or pressuring parents to choose home education instead of exclusion. There is no confirmation that the data above are an accurate reflection of the number of children ‘pushed’ or ‘forced out’ of mainstream education. In practical terms, maybe they are only of some value in monitoring very large trends in reported exclusion from mainstream, and perhaps comparing our school system with that of other nations?


Consider Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Permanent exclusion rate for all state-funded schools in England, Wales and Scotland, 2010/11–2018/19.4,6,7





This graph compares the total permanent exclusion rate (now including primary schools and special schools) across England, Wales and Scotland. As you can see, Scotland has cunningly camouflaged itself as the x-axis; the data look excellent for them! But what can we really learn by comparing education systems in this way, using a single figure (the exclusion rate) that spans every primary, secondary and special school in a country? Such data are affected by a huge number of variables, including population densities, local authority support, government policy and funding, academisation of schools, economic hardship, mental health provision, systemic racism and more. If we condense all this information to a single number, the influence of these variables is lost and the data become largely meaningless. As a result, researchers tend to focus on whether the overall rate (as shown above) is distributed equally.




Same storm, different boats


Within England, there is evidence of significant disproportionality, in terms of both the pupils who are excluded and the schools that exclude them. In essence, schools do not exclude children equally.


Figure 3, taken from the Timpson review, shows exclusion rates by different pupil characteristics; the characteristics shown do not represent an exhaustive list but are merely the ones that have been noted at a national level. One student could belong to multiple categories – which may skew the data – but this infographic remains a useful point of reference and will be referred to again in the course of this book. For now, the main point to note is that there are clear and significant differences in the rate of exclusion between different groups.
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Figure 3. Permanent exclusion rates by pupil characteristic in 2016/17.5 (Note: ‘Looked-after children’ are those in the care of the state; ‘Children in Need’ receive social services intervention; ‘FSM current’ are students who currently receive free school meals; ‘FSM ever6’ refers to students who have received free school meals at some point in the last six years; ‘SEN statement’ and ‘EHC plan’ indicate students who have a legally binding plan for provision for their special educational need(s); ‘SEN support’ refers to students with an identified special educational need but without a legally binding plan.)





As well as this clear disproportionality by pupil characteristic, there is evidence that different schools use exclusion in different ways. For example, in England in 2016/17, all reported exclusions at primary level took place within only 6% of primary schools.8 Thus, the vast majority of primary schools did not report a single exclusion. Far more exclusions occur in secondary schools but still, 43% of these schools issued no exclusions at all. Compare that with the 47 schools that excluded more than 10 pupils each in that year. The differences in temporary exclusion rates are even more striking: just under half of mainstream schools issued no such exclusions but 38 schools issued more than 500 in a single year.5 These figures could suggest a worrying use of exclusion as a tactic – a study of 160 schools that had been graded as ‘inadequate’ and taken over by academy chains, found that the fastest way to improve behaviour was to exclude certain students.9 (The authors of the study described this practice as a ‘quick win’ but not sustainable.) The data also imply that ‘excludable’ behaviour is a very subjective concept, with actions or behaviours that lead to exclusion in one school being handled very differently in others.


Thus, any discussion of school exclusions must start by acknowledging two key facts:




	Exclusion from school does not occur equitably.



	Statistics relating to exclusion can only ever be a starting point, because human behaviour is infinitely complex.






The idea for this book was prompted by the data in Figure 3 and many of the chapters are based on characteristics from that chart – for example, students who receive free school meals (Chapter 1), Gypsy, Roma and Traveller students (Chapter 2) and students with special educational needs (Chapter 7). However, the available data is analysed according to a very limited number of variables and there remains a great deal beyond these demographics that can impact a child’s behaviour in education. For this reason, I have also considered issues that are not demographical in nature but do have a strong influence on student behaviour, such as the stress-response system (Chapter 5), trauma (Chapter 9) and trust (Chapter 4). Most importantly, I wanted to consider the human experiences behind the data – the personal stories, the injustices, the social behaviours, the scientific research, the bias, the funding, the legalities – and the ways in which these things interact within our school communities.







Education and the problem of behaviour ‘buckets’


Before beginning in earnest, I would like to explore the value in – and potential problems caused by – a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of behaviour in schools. Consider the following scenario:




Child A is persistently confrontational and has been involved in several fights. He has a short attention span in lessons and his mum says he has been causing trouble on the estate where he lives. We are concerned about the impact of his behaviour on the other children and also about his academic attainment, which is suffering.





How might educators respond to this situation? There might be talk of tighter boundaries, both at home and at school. Some might feel the child would benefit from a mentoring program or additional support during lessons. The child may be assessed for special needs, either informally (via teacher questionnaires) or formally (by an external professional). And there is a chance that at least one teacher – perhaps one who is having a particularly stressful day – will feel the little sod just needs a good slap.


But what of other professionals? A geneticist might suggest the child’s problems are due to epigenetic influences triggered by his environment, perhaps in the expression of the MAOA, DAT1 or DRS2 genes. An evolutionary biologist might point out how common it is to see aggressive competition over mating opportunities within mammals, especially at this stage of development. A child psychiatrist may identify symptoms of disorganised attachment, while an endocrinologist might wonder if the child’s behaviour is connected to his cortisol levels, which may in turn be affected by a dysregulated stress-response system. A systemic therapist could argue that family dynamics are influencing the child’s behaviour, and a psychologist might wonder whether there is an element of transgenerational trauma compounded by structural and systemic racism.


Of course, it is unlikely that all these professionals would become involved with any particular child, and my tongue-in-cheek examples were certainly not intended to undermine the value of their work. However, it is important to recognise our habit of oversimplifying the causes of behaviour by focusing only on the ‘bucket’ – or professional milieu – with which we happen to be most familiar. If we rely on such categorical thinking, we may assume that behaviour can be explained solely by the actions of one parent, one neurotransmitter, one childhood trauma, one set of genes, or one failure to apply a consistent behaviour policy. Within education, this thinking error often manifests itself in the belief that the actions of educators within schools can explain all of the behaviour that occurs in those schools – or that the expertise that will improve behaviour within our schools will come solely from within our own sector.


In 2008/09, the overall rate of permanent exclusion was 0.09% and there were 307,000 fixed term (temporary) exclusions.10 Nearly a decade later, the rate of permanent exclusion was 0.10% and there were 410,000 fixed term exclusions.2 Despite the costs of school exclusion, it appears we have made no progress. According to a government study:




‘The evidence on changes in pupil behaviour over time is mixed, with no conclusive perceptions of behaviour improving or worsening.’11





We have failed to change the long-standing disproportionate exclusion of students with special educational needs, those living in poverty, those in care and those from specific ethnic groups. In fact, in 2018, nearly half of the teachers responding to a survey about school behaviour believed that behaviour had deteriorated in the previous five years, while a third believed there had been no change.12 Perhaps it is time for us to get out of our own bucket and consider the wider influences on our students’ behaviour.


In a wonderful introduction to human behavioural biology,13 Professor Robert Sapolsky highlights three problems with categorical thinking – the kind where we focus solely on our own professional platform when trying to explain things:




	When you think in categories, you underestimate how different two facts are within the same category.



	When you think in categories, you overestimate how different two facts are when there happens to be a boundary between them.



	When you pay attention to categorical boundaries, you do not see big pictures.






Can we relate this kind of thinking to behaviour in education?




	‘When you think in categories, you underestimate how different two facts are within the same category.’








In its most recent initiative to improve behaviour (shortly before the start of the coronavirus pandemic), the Department for Education appointed a new behaviour taskforce,14 with one lead and six advisors. Their role was to ‘support 20 lead schools with ‘exemplary behaviour’ to help others tackle classroom disruption’. Two quotes sum up the ‘same bucket’ thinking of this initiative:




‘Give all schools the tools they need to improve behaviour by making sure that they can learn from the best [schools].’ (Gavin Williamson)15


‘Behaviour hubs will support these schools with the schools who know how to turn things around.’ (Tom Bennett)14





If I have understood the process correctly, it involves selecting a small number of schools that are perceived to have predominantly excellent behaviour and asking them to support and advise a larger number of schools that are perceived to have problems in managing behaviour. This initiative is unlikely to have any new information about methods to improve behaviour in schools – we can assume that this would have been disseminated to all. No one can argue against the sharing of advice: techniques that have been effective in one setting may have the potential to help others. But recall point 1 and remember we may be overestimating the similarities between schools and therefore the transferability of interventions within the contexts in which they operate.


A vast number of factors have been found to influence behaviour in schools, so any interventions should be tailored to the given context. For example, we know that in England, there is a strong correlation between the level of economic deprivation of an area and the amount of negative behaviour within schools that is serious enough to trigger exclusion. (See Chapter 1 for relevant data.) The number of students in a school can also have a significant impact on behavioural outcomes: researchers in the United States found that serious violent crime in schools occurred at different rates depending on the size of the student body, with large schools having a higher rate of incidents.15 Now consider all the other things that could affect behaviour in schools within a specific, local area: a rise in gang-related activity; access to mental health services; local authority budgets; health epidemics; disintegration of a local industry leading to unemployment; heterogeneity of local culture; racial and/or religious tensions between groups; structural racism within the community; access to green outdoor spaces; availability of youth services; and so on. And that is before you have even considered the students themselves! It is therefore important to try and understand these influences and how they might impact behaviour, and then try to rethink our attitudes and approaches in the light of this information.







	‘When you think in categories, you overestimate how different two facts are when there happens to be a boundary between them.’








One of the most disproportionately excluded groups of students is those who have mental health difficulties. Yet the phrase ‘teachers are not therapists’ is often used when mental health is mentioned in the context of education. There is a belief that the boundaries, or ‘bucket-edges’, between categories such as ‘educator’ and ‘clinician’ help to keep us safe – and (hopefully!) prevent the head of year from attempting hypnotherapy with her students simply because she once read a book about the practice. It seems obvious to many that a teacher and a therapist sit in completely separate buckets (unless one person happens to have qualifications in both areas).


Yet this separation does not really square with my personal experiences in teaching. With absolutely no intention of acting as a therapist – and with complete awareness that I have no therapeutic qualifications – I have spent hours listening to children who feel suicidal, children who have been sexually assaulted and children with undiagnosed and diagnosed mental health conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression. While running a unit for students at risk of exclusion, I spent day after day directly supporting children who self-harm, children who have sexually abused others and children who have witnessed unspeakable violence. Thank goodness I have a teaching qualification in Secondary Physical Education!


If anyone misinterpreted that last statement as flippancy, it was in fact my sarcastic expression of bitter resentment. I resented my lack of training and absence of clinical supervision. I was envious of those who could ‘end a session’ after an hour while I spent most of the school day with my ‘non-clients’. And despite my self-imposed, arbitrary boundaries – the gap in my own mind between what I was doing and any kind of ‘real’ therapy – I was forced to wonder how impenetrable those boundaries really were. (If you are an educator, you may find it interesting to search online for ‘skills of a therapist’ and see how many of them you use on a daily basis.) My point is that we may be overestimating the differences between our own professional experiences and those of other professionals in separate ‘buckets’.







	‘When you pay attention to categorical boundaries, you don’t see big pictures.’








Consider the following ‘big picture’ questions: what would it take to bring about a sustainable improvement in school behaviour in the UK? What would it take to reduce the inequalities in school exclusion?


If there are achievable answers to these questions, how likely is it that we (educators) will find them by ourselves? We must have some advantages, surely! We understand behaviour because, collectively, we have taught thousands of children, of different ages and across a range of school systems. Some of us understand behaviour because we have been on leadership teams that have planned and implemented different behaviour strategies and been directly affected by the results of these strategies. Some of us understand behaviour because we have taught and supported the children who are excluded from mainstream settings. We have a unique expertise and this gives us confidence and a platform from which to challenge ‘outsiders’ who may question us. But does this mean we are the only people who should be able to comment on behaviour in schools?


I would argue strongly that this is not the case. For one thing, educators themselves often hold contradictory views. For another, the biggest shift in behavioural thinking within schools over the last few years has not come from educators.


Trauma-informed (or trauma-responsive) education is a developing, sometimes messy and ill-defined, practice and one prompted by ideas that have come from outside the ‘education’ bucket. Decades of clinical research across child psychiatry, neuroscience, endocrinology and epigenetics – to name just a few areas – have repeatedly identified the impact of nurturing relationships and the importance of an individual’s stress-response system in directing behaviour. Many educators may feel they instinctively knew this, while others may actively resist the idea. In any case, the evidence base for these ideas did not come from us.


Allow me to explain. Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are often seen as the ‘gold standard’ of clinical research. (In this context, ‘clinical research’ is simply research on people, not research performed by clinicians.) RCTs involve at least two separate, randomly selected groups, with one receiving an intervention of some kind while the other does not. This might sound simple but such studies are notoriously difficult to implement in schools, particularly in relation to large-scale behavioural interventions – and as a result, we do not do very many of them. A review of RCTs in education spanning 36 years found 1017 studies, the majority of which were performed in North America;16 in comparison, there are over 1.5 million such studies in the Cochrane Library, which informs healthcare decision-making. In the words of Howard White, the CEO of the Campbell Collaboration:




‘The scorecard shows that education is badly and sadly lagging health in the production of evidence and evidence-based products.’17





While writing this book, I performed my own (small) investigation, attempting to identify any large RCTs that had focused on behaviour in UK schools. Using ERIC (the database of the Education Resources Information Center), I searched for randomised controlled trials related to behaviour in the UK that had been published within the last 10 years. I then read the abstracts to check they were indeed RCTs, related to common behaviours in mainstream schools, that had been applied to students without any specific diagnoses (such as autism).


I found three.


Three studies in the last 10 years: one for a program that promoted social and emotional learning,18 one for a ‘healthy minds’ curriculum,19 and one anxiety prevention program in primary school.20 Clearly, if we intend to wait for our own bucket-specific evidence before making changes, we will be waiting a long time.


When I consider how I learned to survive as a teacher, I do not recall a focus on research-led evidence. Instead, I remember using my own instincts to model strategies ‘cherry-picked’ from observation of other teachers (the ones that I felt were worth watching). Equally, I remember making a lot of mistakes along the way; behaviour management is not simple! While there is a small amount of evidence to support particular behavioural interventions and strategies in schools, it is surprisingly limited. Therefore, we cannot expect to shift the patterns of behaviour – or exclusion – in schools if we refuse to look at other ‘buckets’.










Seeing the matrix


As he provided the framework for this section, let us return to Professor Robert Sapolsky, the world-leading neurobiologist and primatologist from the talk mentioned earlier:




‘There’s no buckets. All they are, are temporary platforms, and each platform is simply the easiest, most convenient way of describing the outcome of everything that came beforehand, starting with millennia back in evolution.’14


‘Human social behaviour … [is] a subject involving brain chemistry, hormones, sensory cues, prenatal environment, early experience, genes, both biological and cultural evolution, and ecological pressures, among other things.’21





When it comes to the children who are excluded from our schools, the imposition of arbitrary boundaries is likely to mean we cannot even see the big picture, let alone identify the strategies that will allow us to effect change.







Diving in


As with any research study, there are limitations to what can be achieved in this book. It would be impossible to consider every relevant area, so some are missing while others are touched on only briefly. (There are, however, references at the end of each chapter if you would like more information.) I have not described the limitations of every study because there simply is not enough space, so please bear in mind that the evidence is – like all things – imperfect.


I have used anecdotes from my career, some involving young people (all anonymous), to explore the key issues. These stories are not intended as a substitute for careful evidence; they merely illustrate how certain concepts might relate to education. My hope is that this book will act as a launchpad for thought about different aspects of behaviour in relation to schools and school exclusion, and showcase different ways of thinking about behaviour in other disciplinary fields. It is an invitation to explore, aimed at educators and non-educators alike – I hope you will find it useful.
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1. ‘Let them wear bibs!’





I remember the first time a senior leader told me I ought to know which students in my classes received free school meals (FSM) so that I could bear it in mind while lesson planning, and I recall feeling deeply insulted on behalf of those children. First, I considered it intrusive and stigmatising to go looking for that kind of information as if it were important or would change my behaviour towards them in any way. Second, I didn’t think they would want me to know. Third, I had no idea what I would do differently, even if I thought I should know. Fourth, they made up most of every class I taught.


At the time, I would have described that school as obsessive about inspection. We had book-checks by the leadership team every three weeks and received a formal letter with our graded results after every one. Internal lesson observations were a source of immense stress, requiring an entire pack of information to be handed to the observer, including printouts of the school’s own data relevant to that class. I remember one teacher who spent the entire hour of a PE class – the lesson before her observation – drilling the students to be able to recite their ‘working at’ grade and what they needed to do to get to the next level. In full PE kit. You get the idea…


So I passively rebelled (which is a lot easier to do if you are a PE teacher) and considered myself fortunate that the training session I was being forced to sit through really wasn’t relevant to me. I didn’t have to engage in conversations about whether I should mark the books of ‘FSM children’ first, or how I could indicate their status on my seating plan for lesson observations without compromising their privacy. But then the senior colleague joined our group and asked us directly how we could best indicate to an observer the progress of those ‘free school meal students’ in our lessons. And that was when someone genuinely piped up and said, ‘We could put them in different colour bibs!’.


For a child to qualify for free school meals in England, their parents usually receive at least one form of state benefits, such as Income Support, Jobseeker’s Allowance or Universal Credit. Students who receive free school meals are disproportionately excluded from school: they are around 40% more likely to be permanently excluded, regardless of other demographics such as gender, race and special educational needs.1 This is a huge difference – one of the many reminders that exclusion does not happen to an equally distributed cross-section of our children.


The receipt of free school meals is used in education data as a measure to represent economic disadvantage; however, it is by no means a perfect measure of poverty. If you want to explore how we measure poverty in the UK, you will need to tumble down a vast statistical rabbit hole – at the end of which (if you are like me) you will never trust another statistic related to poverty. For a start, there are different definitions of poverty, including ‘generational poverty’ (which has existed across two or more generations), ‘situational poverty’ (a fall below the poverty line triggered by a sudden event), and ‘absolute poverty’. To make things more complicated, these terms are defined in different ways by different bodies: for example, the United Nations (UN) definition of absolute poverty relates to severe deprivation of the most basic human needs such as food and shelter, while the UK uses a very different definition (presumably because of the low percentage of the population who would meet the UN criteria). Already this is deeper than we need to go but to summarise my tentative wander into the abyss, I would make two points:




	Whatever method is used, there is a fairly arbitrary line between those who are defined as living in poverty and those who are not.



	According to one of the well-regarded measures, there are around 4.6 million children living in poverty in the UK.2






To return to what we do know, qualifying for free school meals increases the risk of being excluded from school. So, does that mean a school with a higher proportion of students who receive free school meals will have higher rates of exclusion? It is difficult to answer this question precisely, because schools are not required to publish their own exclusion data (which is a good thing as it protects individual privacy). However, there are national data available that group schools by the level of economic deprivation in their local area and compare average exclusion rates. These data show a distinct correlation between deprivation and exclusion.




The correlation between deprivation and exclusion
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Figure 1. Rate of permanent exclusion by level of deprivation of area of secondary state-funded schools (England, 2017/18). (Data from Department for Education.3)





This graph represents a data set of 3445 schools and shows a close correlation between the level of deprivation and the rates of permanent exclusion. Thus, it is clear that relative economic deprivation has an important connection to behaviour in schools.


Of course, we can find many correlations in school data and if you have taught in a range of schools, this one may not come as a surprise. In my view, however, there are two reasons why this particular graph is so powerful.




	It is based on a large data set.



	It shows a very strong correlation.






What does this mean? Well, if you want to know how closely two variables are linked, you can calculate something called a ‘correlation coefficient’. This is always a number between −1 and 1; a negative number means the variables are negatively correlated (as one variable goes up, the other goes down – as in the graph above), while a positive number means the variables are positively correlated (as one variable goes up, the other also goes up). The size of the number – whether positive or negative – tells you how closely the variables are linked. Zero means they aren’t linked at all; the closer the number is to −1 or 1, the stronger the correlation. (For example, 0.7 is closer to 1 than 0.3 is, so a correlation coefficient of 0.7 shows a stronger relationship between two variables than a coefficient of 0.3.)


All of this was building up to the correlation coefficient of the data above: between the deprivation of school areas and the rates of permanent exclusion. The value is (drum roll please)…


−0.97096


At a macro level, therefore, it is clear that the economic deprivation of a school area has a huge impact on school exclusions. Like pretty much everything in this book, this does not mean we can prejudge any individual school based solely on its demographics: there are schools in areas of significant economic deprivation with very low rates of exclusion, and vice versa. But nor can we deny the relationship shown by the graph above. We might wish we could ignore the issue; we might hold the highest expectations for all students (from a pedagogical perspective) and hope this will level the playing field. But it hasn’t. Poverty is an issue in our classrooms and it always has been. Inequality of resources – and the impact of such inequality – may always be a problem. No one blames a child for living in poverty and yet we hold them responsible for achieving the same standards as those living in more privileged circumstances. (This is a point I will return to in Chapter 11, when considering our expectations within a school setting.)


The link between free school meals and school exclusion should not, however saddening, be a surprise. Poverty has long been identified as one of the most powerful risk factors for poor developmental outcomes.4 But how might poverty be affecting the behaviour of children in our schools? How might this translate to the class or year group in front of us? Let’s look at a few relevant findings.


Children’s socio-economic backgrounds are associated with overall social and emotional development.5 Socio-economic status has been specifically associated with the ability to focus attention and ignore distraction6,7,8 (both pretty useful skills for learning in a classroom) and also with the symptoms of conduct disorder,9 which involves serious antisocial acts (pretty relevant to exclusion for antisocial behaviours!). In one of the largest and most recent studies within the UK, Goodman and Gregg (2010)10 examined the relationship between poverty and different attitudes and behaviours relating to education and found that:




	By the age of three, there are large differences between children’s social and emotional wellbeing that are correlated to their socio-economic position.



	Poorer children:








	❐ tend to view themselves as scholastically less able and are less likely to believe that school results are important in life



	❐ exhibit higher levels of hyperactivity, conduct problems and peer problems



	❐ are less likely to think that their own actions are important in determining future outcomes.








	At secondary school level, children living in poverty are more likely to demonstrate antisocial behaviour and truant from lessons or school. However, their levels of school enjoyment and cooperative behaviour differ little from those of children from more affluent backgrounds.






Goodman and Gregg’s report includes several excellent graphs that can help us to understand how these differences ‘play out’ in schools. One such graph, reporting on the cohort when they were eight or nine years old, is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Behaviour problems by SEP (socio-economic position) quintile.


(Source: Goodman and Gregg.)





Here, the children have been organised into quintiles (fifths) according to socio-economic position (SEP) and their behaviours assessed by questionnaire. For each behaviour, the quintiles are shown in different shades and, from left to right, indicate socio-economic position from ‘poorest’ to ‘richest’. As in Figure 1, there are some clear correlations.


Any educator will realise that symptoms such as hyperactivity, conduct problems and peer problems (as indicated by a child’s parents) are likely to translate into difficulties in a school environment. Figure 2 shows that, at eight or nine years old, the differences in these areas were much larger than the differences in antisocial behaviours and were particularly pronounced for the children in the lowest socio-economic position. Thus, it appears that poverty and some types of behaviour are closely linked, even at a very young age. But what is the nature of this connection?







Correlation or causation?


While the correlation between deprivation and school exclusion is very strong at a national level, poverty by itself does not appear to be the most significant driver of school exclusion. This statement is evidenced by the fact that child poverty has continued to rise year-on-year, yet permanent exclusions have recently plateaued.


Further evidence is provided by comparing exclusion between different ethnic groups. Figure 3, put together by the Office for National Statistics, shows that more Pakistani and Bangladeshi children live in low-income households than all other ethnic groups measured.11 If the relationship between poverty and school exclusion was directly causal and the main driver of exclusion, we would expect Pakistani and Bangladeshi children to have the highest exclusion rates.
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Figure 3. Percentage of children living in households in low income, by ethnicity, UK, three-year average FYE 2016 to FYE 2018.





These two groups have been at the poorest end of this type of data for a long time but this is not reflected in their comparative educational outcomes – neither academic attainment nor rates of exclusion. In 2018/19, the permanent exclusion rate for Bengali students was 0.04 and for Pakistani students was 0.06.5 Rather than being formally excluded more often than most ethnic groups, children from these ethnic backgrounds are excluded less often (remember, the average was 0.1), despite more of them living in households of low income.


Some of the connections we see on a large scale are very difficult to unpick because they influence each other through what we might call ‘mediating mechanisms’ (the scientific equivalent of ‘middle men’). Thus, a variable such as poverty may influence a second variable (such as school exclusion) indirectly, via a third variable (such as poor mental health). Let’s explore this possibility.


This is a sensible ‘middle man’ to choose, as poverty is a critical risk factor for mental, emotional and behavioural disorders in children12 and children in the UK who live in low-income households are over three times more likely to suffer from mental health problems than their more affluent peers.13 Therefore, our preliminary hypothesis might look like this:




Poverty has a negative impact on student mental health, which can have a negative impact on social behaviours, thus leading to school exclusion.





This is quite a lengthy hypothesis – which is never a good thing – and it is easy to find flaws. For example, the first part assumes a causal direction (that poverty causes poor mental health) but it is equally possible that having poor mental health increases the risk of living in poverty! The additional costs or time involved in caring for a child with social, emotional or mental health issues could restrict the employment opportunities of that child’s parents or carers, pushing them towards the poverty line. Equally, the mental health of the parent could trigger such a shift.


Already, you can see the difficulties in designing a study that tries to measure whether poverty directly causes poor mental health (and consequently behavioural change) that might lead to exclusion. The highest quality of study design would need to involve people transitioning into and out of poverty, to see if the behaviour of their children changed accordingly, and this would be impossible to manipulate in an ethical way.


However, in large cohort studies, it is possible to extract enough data to measure the impact of moving into poverty. The Millennium Cohort Study included 844 families that were free from mental health problems and not living in poverty when the children were aged three,14 but which unfortunately subsequently transitioned into poverty, allowing the researchers to examine the resulting impact.


This study showed that transitioning into poverty significantly increased the odds of behavioural problems in the children and also the odds of increased psychological distress in their mothers (as is unfortunately typical of so many studies there is no equivalent data for fathers). Although both effects were statistically significant, the impact on maternal mental health was larger. † In fact, the effect on maternal distress was so great that, when the data were ‘controlled’ for its impact, the difference in children’s behaviour after transitioning into poverty was no longer statistically significant.


More simply, transitioning into poverty does increase the likelihood of behavioural problems in children; however, much of this negative impact may be a result of the extra stress felt by their caregivers. A related finding from the Goodman and Gregg (2010) paper10 was that more than 40% of children in the poorest quintile were in a lone-parent family at the age of three, compared with fewer than 2% of children in the richest quintile. It is logical to assume that raising a child as a lone caregiver is more stressful than co-raising a child with a second supportive caregiver. This raises the important point that it may be impossible to separate the impact of poverty itself from the impact of the stress poverty causes. Likewise, it is possible that interventions that ‘buffer’, or protect against, this extra stress are likely to reduce the negative impacts of the poverty itself.







Courtney and Tyrone


Courtney was eight years old when she featured in the Channel 4 Dispatches documentary ‘Growing up poor: Britain’s breadline kids’. She, her mother and her younger brother had fled domestic abuse and were living in a flat in Cambridge. Delays in Universal Credit meant they had only £5 per day on which to survive, so her mum was forced to take out a loan just to pay for food and bills. They would regularly walk the two-and-a-half miles to the nearest foodbank and back with heavy bags.




‘Should I put the heating on?’


‘You can’t put the heating on.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’ve got £2.95.’





The family sometimes had to sleep in their coats, or in the same bed for warmth, and had used up the available fuel vouchers. Courtney’s mum had mental health difficulties (described as a personality disorder) and was on medication. Concerns about the family’s welfare had triggered social services involvement, with Courtney expressing the fear that she and her brother were going to be taken away from their mother. They were seeking cheaper accommodation elsewhere, moving between schools depending on where they could afford to live.


Anyone who watches this documentary will see a truly inspirational young person; a model of resilience, problem-solving, optimism and adaptability. But Courtney’s experience, like Tyrone’s (below), demonstrates that poverty is frequently at the intersection of many troublesome issues that create an accumulated risk; in her case, domestic violence, parental mental ill health and social services involvement.


Tyrone – despite not being eligible for free school meals – lives in harmful and overcrowded housing in a high-crime neighbourhood. He has Afro-Caribbean heritage and thus falls in one of the ethnic groups most disproportionately excluded from our schools.


Tyrone’s mother Renée is a mental health support worker in the NHS, working long hours at just above the minimum wage. (Over 70% of children living below the poverty line have at least one parent in work.15) Renée, her four children, and her 80-year-old mother live in a three-bedroom council flat in Hackney; however, only two of the rooms can be used because of the extensive damp mould that permeates much of the flat.




Renée: ‘Even if you clean the walls, wipe the walls off, it comes back again, it doesn’t make no difference. It can affect the children’s health. They constantly have colds.’





The two girls share a bed with their mother and Tyrone shares a bed with his grandmother. The family cannot afford to move into better housing and the council has told them that they are adequately housed. (If you watch the videos on the PSE (Poverty and Social Exclusion) website, you will see immediately that this is not true.16) Due to their finances and Renée’s long working hours, the family hasn’t had a day out together in three years. With concerns about the safety of the area, the children spend long periods confined in the flat in the care of their elderly grandmother, particularly during the school holidays.




Tyrone (eight years old): ‘We heard gunshots around the estate and that’s why I can’t go downstairs by myself. I don’t feel safe and I don’t get to do much things because of the danger round here. It feels like I am in a cell because I don’t get to do anything freely and I don’t have any freedom.’





On average, the greater the proportion of a child’s early life that is spent in poverty, the greater the physiological ‘wear and tear’ on the body – as evidenced by biological and neurological markers.17 (We will revisit the concept of ‘wear and tear’ in Chapter 5, under the title of ‘allostatic load’ – the adaptations seen in our biological systems in response to chronic forms of stress.) Worryingly, the relationship between time spent in poverty in childhood and high allostatic load is already evident by the age of 17.


Although poverty is a strong indicator of such ‘wear and tear’, other factors affected the strength of this connection: noise, crowding, housing problems, family turmoil, separation from family, and exposure to violence. Some of these factors definitely affected Tyrone, and it is difficult to disentangle his experience from what we know of other children who live in poverty. However, he didn’t meet the criteria for ‘poverty’ that we use in education, presumably because his mother was in full-time work. We know that children who get free school meals are at increased risk of exclusion, but we also need to remember the children like Tyrone, who live with a similar variety of chronic stresses which increase their potential risk and vulnerability.







Insidious intersectionality


These two examples show that, rather than simply focusing on eligibility for free school meals, it is more useful to characterise poverty in relation to ‘dysfunctional institutions, exposure to violence and crime, poor access to health care, and a host of other obstacles and inconveniences’.18 Such poverty seems to be intrinsically linked with many of the other demographics described elsewhere in this book. To illustrate this intersectional effect briefly, I will use two other groups that are disproportionately excluded from school:




	In the UK, over 40% of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller students receive free school meals (the national average is around 20%) and, as a group, they are five times more likely to be excluded from school than White British children. Worryingly, it is thought that many more of them should qualify for FSM but do not access the benefits that would make them officially eligible.19 Recent migrants, such as some European Roma, face employment restrictions that can impact on their entitlement to state benefits, preventing them from accessing free school meals for their children.20



	In England, children receiving school-level support for a special educational need or disability (SEND) are five times more likely to be excluded from school than those without any such needs. Furthermore, special needs have demonstrated links with poverty (as visible in Figure 4 when we compare the column on the far left with all the others21). (Each column indicates the percentage of students with a particular special need who were living in poverty at the age of nine months.) For example, in Northern Ireland, almost half of the pupils who are eligible for free school meals have a SEND designation.22
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Figure 4. Data from Parsons and Platt,21 image for Figure 4 created by Shaw et al.23





These examples show just two of the ways that poverty connects with other forms of challenge; in fact, it is difficult to disentangle poverty from any of the demographics included in this book. Whether we consider children in the care of the state, children in prison, children with mental health difficulties or children from certain ethnic groups, poverty creeps in as an insidious force with a stronger presence than it should ever be allowed to have.







What to do, what to do?


If we want to create successful interventions, or disrupt these deeply concerning correlations, it will help to better understand the causes and effects of the poverty itself. In 2020, a review by the Department for Work and Pensions sought to investigate the drivers of child poverty in England.24 This research found that:




	the most influential factors keeping children in poverty were long-term worklessness and low earnings of their parents, parental qualifications, family instability, family size, and substance abuse in the household.



	the factors that best predicted whether children were likely to remain in poverty into adulthood were their educational attainment, their parents’ educational attainment, and ill health that they suffered in childhood.






Unfortunately, one of the studies mentioned earlier found that 42% of the children who grow up in the poorest fifth of their cohort remain there as adults (compared to 27% of children who remain in the richest fifth).10 Rather than being a simple sliding scale, it appears that poverty is more like a well that is particularly difficult to climb out of. This lack of social mobility is especially important because the non-poor make many of the big decisions that shape the lives of the poor. Their decision-making and communication can shape how individual people conceptualise poverty, which in turn shapes what they are likely to do – or not do – about it.


This issue was thrust into the limelight during the global coronavirus pandemic in 2021, when the Premiership footballer Marcus Rashford MBE challenged the government to provide food for FSM-eligible children during the school holiday periods (which they had refused to do). As a child, Rashford was a recipient of free school meals; many of the cabinet members he was challenging over the issue went to schools that charge thousands of pounds each year for educating their students. The press coverage of the issue sparked a wave of public support, leading to a political reversal by the government for one school holiday; however, this was followed by a refusal to provide food during the next holiday. Although popular opinion appeared to be in support of providing the meals, the government ultimately resisted.


When it comes to decision-making about the lives of the poor, there are parallels between the situation described above and decisions made at a school level. Headteachers and governing bodies make decisions that can have a disproportionate impact on children and families who are struggling financially – for example:




	choosing how best to spend top-up funding (which is allocated for all children who receive free school meals)



	deciding on the component parts of the school uniform, or whether to have a uniform at all



	consideration of the cost of school equipment and school trips



	decisions about the food options available to pupils, including any who are being sanctioned over break or lunchtime.






Ideally, decision-makers – at both a national level and a school level – would be guided by quality evidence to make rational and ethical judgements about the best way forward for our school communities. Unfortunately, poverty and its connection to education can be highly emotive, and this can affect people’s judgement. Furthermore, there may be a lack of suitable evidence to support the decision-making processes of a senior leadership team, and the available evidence may be difficult to decipher.








STOP! Tangent time: skin cream versus the minimum wage


Look at the following tables:


















	 


	Rash got better


	Rash got worse









	Used skin cream


	223


	75







	Did not use skin cream


	107


	21
























	 


	Income of poorest 40% rose


	Income of poorest 40% fell









	Local area increased minimum wage


	223


	75







	Local area did not increase minimum wage


	107


	21








These tables come from a study that was designed to test people’s ability to accurately interpret data relating to poverty.25 The researchers assumed that the study participants would be fairly ambivalent about an anonymous skin cream – they wouldn’t have strong feelings connected to the intervention and they would be unlikely to feel personally impacted by it. (That said, I once used a cheaper version of Deep Heat and have never forgotten the experience!) Their hypothesis was that the same would not be true for the issues of poverty and minimum wage level: they predicted that the participants would show less ambivalence and a greater emotional engagement with the figures, and that this would affect the accuracy of their interpretation of the data. The participants in the study had to decide whether the data were more consistent for option 1 or option 2:




	Option 1: the intervention (either a skin cream, or increasing the minimum wage) made things better.



	Option 2: the intervention made things worse.






There is a correct answer and, as you can see, the numbers in the two tables are identical!


This study was designed to test whether prior beliefs and bias affected people’s interpretation of evidence, and the results were clear: the participants’ accuracy was 20% higher when responding to the data on skin cream.


But what if the participants who looked at the second table just happened to be worse at maths? To see if this was the case, all the participants were asked the following question about the distribution of incomes, to assess their ideological orientation on the issue:




On a scale of 1 to 10, where do your views fall?


1 = Incomes should be made more equal.


10 = We need larger income differences as incentives for individual effort.





This question (adapted from the World Values Survey) has been used before, to predict support for – or against – minimum wage laws. So, were the study participants randomly inaccurate at interpreting the data?


No, they were not.


Whatever the participants’ bias around income distribution, where this bias matched the data, participants were more likely to interpret the data correctly. Where the bias and the data did not match, participants were more likely to interpret the data incorrectly. This shows that the results of the study were not determined by statistical ability: rather, the participants’ personal perspectives on income distribution affected their judgement about the second data set in a way that simply didn’t happen with the data about skin cream.


And if you are feeling bad for the participants because you (like me) looked at those numbers and, with glazed eyes, watched a dusty tumbleweed pinball around the inside of your brain, I should tell you that the participants were supposed experts at interpreting such data: policy professionals at the World Bank and the UK Department for International Development!


Jean-Paul Sartre suggested that we turn to emotion when we feel overwhelmed by a task; when we do not believe it is possible.26 When it comes to poverty (or exclusion), the data are not just numbers. Their interpretation depends on what we think or feel or believe about the issue of poverty in society, and on how poverty affects the individuals or school communities in front of us, as well as how it might have affected us personally. It will also involve what you think or feel or believe you can do about it. The study described above illustrates a form of ‘confirmation bias’: we seek, remember and prefer information that confirms our existing views. When the evidence does not match our expectations, we often look for ways to undermine its credibility, or find some other explanation that shows why we are still correct! This is why two educators can look at the same exclusion data and come to polar-opposite conclusions. (This is, of course, equally true of experiences that do not relate to data. For example, two teachers within the same school may identify completely different causes for poor behaviour and have very different opinions about how best to respond.) Our views are shaped by our prior experiences, and our feelings are affected by our belief in our ability to effect change.


In his book Reframing Poverty, Eric Meade argues that, at its root, poverty is an emotional construct27 – something which has less to do with a set of life circumstances and more to do with the emotions it evokes, in both the lived experience and the observational experience. While the emotional impact is definitely worth exploring, I do not wish for a moment to diminish the practical difficulties of living in poverty. That said, we as educators do need to be aware that our own biases affect our everyday judgement and that these biases are emotionally based, rather than dispassionate, objective and securely evidenced.


Consider the following headlines:




‘Mum’s fury as boy sent home from secondary school after 15 minutes because he wasn’t wearing the right clothes.’ (Bristol Post28)


‘Schoolgirl, 13, excluded from school in row over button on Primark trousers.’ (Yorkshire Examiner Live29)


‘65 pupils excluded in school uniform crackdown.’ (Teesside Live30)





Every September, to mark the start of the new school year, a flurry of similar news stories appears on social media. There is little point in commenting on them, because the schools involved will – rightly – not give details on individual cases. But every year, these stories seem to trigger the same debate between educators and, every year, a large part of that debate is focused on the narrative links between school uniform and poverty. There is certainly room for argument over the cost of branded school uniforms, the prices of suppliers and the evidence relating to the impact of uniform on learning or behaviour. But frequently, these arguments are ignored in favour of the ‘correct moral response’ – and this is where, when it comes to poverty, things can get very emotional and very ugly.


Here are some of the themes (not direct quotes) I found on social media, in response to stories such as those above:




‘The school offered them appropriate uniform. What’s wrong with wearing second-hand uniform? Just wash it. Wear the stuff the older brother used to wear.’


‘Schools have rules, and these students weren’t following them. What else should they do? Kids like this need the structure, they aren’t getting it at home.’


‘Why is that parent saying they can’t afford uniform if they can afford those trainers and that cap? Can’t afford a school jumper, but sent them in with a £50 one? She probably has Sky and the kid has a PlayStation.’


‘They’ve had months to save up for that uniform, it all looks reasonably priced to me.’


‘Just get your stuff in time. It’s your job as a parent. Poor parental choice.’





And on the other hand…




‘Why send him home? What good does that do? He’s not responsible for buying the uniform!’


‘All these people making horrible comments have clearly never lived in poverty. Making fun of others in financial hardship is unnecessary and unpleasant.’


‘A conversation would have sorted this – why turn it into something bigger?’


‘School uniform costs a small fortune and it’s particularly hard if you have more than one school-age kid.’


‘Excluding a student because they are in the wrong uniform is illegal. The school should know better.’





A simple news story about school uniform can ignite fierce debate but, more than that, it highlights the level of moral judgement pronounced on both the family and the school. Simple and apparently obvious ‘fixes’ are always included in the discourse, implying either ignorance or a lack of creativity on one or both sides. Then there are the even more distasteful inferences of, for example, lower moral values, attention seeking, refusal to conform or failure to meet legal guidelines, poor parenting, or neglectful pastoral support. Some commentators leap in to defend the family, some are horrified by an apparent lack of compassion, some are emotionally triggered by memories of their own experiences of poverty, and some ‘plant the flag’ of high standards and expectations in the school system.


We choose our reasoning to suit whatever emotions we bring to the topics of poverty, parental responsibility and school management. Consider an 11-year-old boy on free school meals with a large number of siblings, who comes to school every day unwashed, in dirty clothes and without having brushed his teeth. What is your emotional response (setting aside your safeguarding duties)? Contempt, disgust, fear, compassion, shame, empathy, sympathy? What if I told you the boy was given shower gel, a toothbrush and toothpaste, but he didn’t use them? Would that change your response? If we had a debate about school responsibility in relation to this case, how likely is it that we would agree?


Whichever reasons we attribute to the young man who isn’t washing, or the parent of the child in the wrong uniform – whether a lack of opportunity, a lack of personal responsibility, psychological stress, logistical barriers, the ‘wrong’ mindset – our judgements are determined in large part by the emotions we feel and the biased nature of our prior experience. Differences in opinion depend largely on whether we see the parent or child in such cases as an ‘other’ or as a ‘self’ – or perhaps whether we identify the school disciplinary system as part of our ‘self’. In any case, we are likely to consider the party with whom we identify more closely to be more ‘rational’.


Overall, when it comes to our emotional responses to poverty, or the inference of poverty, perhaps we are as confused and disparate as those development policy professionals at the World Bank.25








The assumption of attitude


Sometimes, it feels impossible to ‘win’ in a discussion about poverty and behaviour. Demonstrating the behavioural differences (particularly the negative outcomes) that are associated with poverty can trigger accusations of ‘low expectations’ of your students – despite such differences being visible at a population level and not necessarily relevant to individuals. To ‘expect less’ in any way is immediately equated with failing your students. However, ignoring these differences can lead to what I call the ‘assumption of attitude’ – the belief that such differences are purely due to the attitude of the individual student, and that any unwelcome differences in behaviour (despite being predictable at a population level) are the result of some moral failure on the part of the student or their parents. Clearly, this is a debate no one can win!


But, as with everything in these chapters, I will aim to showcase some evidence.







Scanning the brain


The neuroscience of poverty is a research field in its infancy. Broadly, the kind of effects that researchers are interested in can be divided into brain structure (its form) and brain function (what it does). Therefore, the hope is that further research will enable us to answer questions such as: can poverty have a visible impact on the brain (structure)? Can poverty have a measurable impact on the way our brains work (function)?


We can begin by looking at the cortex, which is the folded, wrinkly surface of the brain. The cortex is the outermost layer of the brain, but far from being the equivalent of ‘the icing on the cake’ (as it may appear at first glance), it makes up 82% of the mass of the brain.31 The graph was created by scanning the brains of over a thousand young people aged between three and 20 years old and grouping these scans by their family income. What they found, and what you can see below, were differences in the size of the surface area of the cortex.
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Figure 5. The logarithmic relationship between family income and cortical surface area. (Source: Noble, Brito, Bartsch et al., 2015.32)





Look at the thick black line that runs through the centre of the image. You can see that overall, young people with the highest family incomes had the largest cortical surface area, while those with the lowest family incomes had the smallest cortical surface area. But the line is not straight – the relationship between income and cortical surface area is not linear.




	At low incomes (towards the left-hand side of the graph), small differences in income were associated with relatively large differences in surface area – the black line goes steeply upwards.



	At higher incomes (towards the right-hand side of the graph), equivalent differences in income were associated with much smaller differences in surface area – the black line is relatively flat.






To put it another way, there was little difference between incomes of $50k-$300k, but there were much larger differences between incomes below $50k. In fact, there was more difference measured between incomes of 0-$25k than in the rest of the graph put together.


A similar effect has been found in a separate study by Hair et al. (2015),33 which found that living in poverty was related to smaller volumes of grey matter in the brain, and that this effect was concentrated in children from the poorest households. They found a significant difference between ‘poor’ and ‘near-poor’ children, but no such difference between the ‘near-poor’ and the rest. Earlier, when discussing the lack of social mobility in the poorest fifth of society, I described poverty as a ‘well that is particularly hard to climb out of’. It is conceivable that there is some kind of ‘tipping point’ in this data; one that we do not yet understand and are only just beginning to quantify, but one which, if verified, would surely have profound implications for our socio-political thinking.


However, it is vital to understand that we cannot make any kind of assumption about a young person’s brain, or mind, just because they live in abject poverty. Findings such as these are only of use in understanding population differences, as you can see from the large columns of vertical circles in the image above, a young person from a low-income background can have a cortex with a much larger surface area than one from an extremely affluent background.


Similarly, we are still at a very early stage in understanding what these differences mean. For example, we cannot link those variations in cortical surface area with specific differences in the behaviour of young people – the cortex is so big and involves so many different brain functions. This is not to say that these differences will not have an impact – and perhaps such impact(s) are likely to be felt most acutely within schools that serve the areas of highest deprivation within our system. But in order to examine brain function more closely, we can look at a second structure which is also associated with income.








The seahorse of the brain
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Figure 6. A hippocampus and a seahorse. (Source: Lazlo Seress.34)





The word ‘hippocampus’ comes from the Greek for ‘seahorse’ and, looking at Figure 6, you will see why the Greeks chose this name! This area of the brain appears to be particularly affected by forms of long-term or cumulative stress, such as chronic PTSD,35 and multiple episodes of depression.36 And according to one of the most prominent researchers in the neuroscience of poverty, we can be ‘reasonably confident’ based off current evidence that socio-economic status is related to the volume of the hippocampus, with smaller volumes associated with lower incomes.37


Once piece of this evidence is a study by Luby et al. (2013)38 who took 145 children, all between the ages of 3 and 6, and followed them with yearly assessments that included brain scans. To compare these children, they used a measure called the income-to-needs ratio which takes into account that it matters what your family income is, but also how much money needs to go out! They found that the income-to-needs ratio correlated to the volume of the hippocampus in these children, and also that it significantly predicted other outcomes, such as the number of stressful life events experienced by the children, and the education level of their parents/caregivers. But if these researchers are correct and socio-economic background does affect the hippocampus, it would help to understand what the ‘seahorse’ does…


While the hippocampus has many important functions that scientists are still exploring, a role in memory is probably one of the most established. Patients who have had damage to their hippocampus, or even had it partially removed, have found it impossible to form new memories, even of events that occurred as recently as 30 seconds ago.39 At the other end of the spectrum, London taxi drivers who need to memorise the vast number of streets and routes of London (in a test known as ‘The Knowledge’) were found to have significantly more grey matter in their hippocampi than the average non-cabbie.40 And differences in memory are a good starting point to consider some of the functional differences that have been found to relate to poverty, because socio-economic status does not appear to affect children’s cognition (thinking), or behaviour, across the board.







Functional differences (a brief summary)


It appears that low income has an impact on aspects of cognition that will show up in our classrooms, with the strongest evidence currently pointing to deficits in aspects of: memory and language development,41 executive function, and attention (for a useful summary of the studies see Katsnelson (2015)42). (It is a fair assumption to make that deficits in these areas may translate into compensatory behaviours in the school environment, such as off-task behaviours or avoidance of complex tasks.) In addition, various studies have found a correlation between lower hippocampal volumes and symptoms related to anxiety and depression in children43,44 and we learned earlier that children in low-income households are three times more likely to have a mental health difficulty than their more affluent peers.


We saw previously that in the large Goodman and Gregg study there were functional differences in behaviour that correlated to children’s socio-economic background; a reminder that these included:




	Increased hyperactivity



	Increased conduct problems



	Increased peer problems






Another finding that may be related to at least two of these is that adolescents from lower socio-economic backgrounds show more reactivity in an area of the brain that detects threat (the amygdala), when shown images of threatening or fearful faces, in comparison to adolescents from more affluent backgrounds.45 Essentially, it appears they have a more reactive stress-response system.46 (There is more information about this in Chapter 5.)


Yet, despite this all these findings, we do not know exactly what it is about poverty that might affect the structure and function of the brain.







Pulling things together


A theme which runs through this book is that things which we may have known were ‘important’ in vague or poorly described ways – such as poverty, stress, trauma, and mental health – are increasingly being shown to have measurable effects on the structure and function of the brain. Unfortunately, these problems seem to be well entrenched. Many of the differences described in the section above are present from a very young age – for example, disparities in language and memory have been found by age two,47 while differences in brain volumes have been reported by the age of one month.48


Overall, poverty is strongly associated with other risk factors for poorer developmental outcomes: higher levels of stressful life events, lower levels of caregiver education, poorer nutrition, higher levels of unsupportive parenting, exposure to areas of higher crime, etc.49 In other words, when we conceptualise the role of poverty in both neuroscience and school exclusion, we are describing cumulative developmental stress.


Perhaps together, these differences can help to explain why school exclusion rates are higher in areas of greater deprivation, as shown in Figure 7. (You first saw this graph earlier in the chapter.)
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Figure 7. Rate of permanent exclusion by level of deprivation of area of secondary state-funded schools (England, 2017/18). (Data from Department for Education.3)





It is clear that some behaviours are not shared equally across schools, which will affect the experiences of the learners in the classroom and the educators managing these spaces. As educators, we might assume that working in a school with a large number of students who receive free school meals will be more challenging – but have we ever considered how and why those challenges are likely to manifest themselves?







Casual judgement to tentative conclusions


The differences described above are almost never a part of our discourse in education – certainly not on a day-to-day level, or when we are bemoaning an irritating student in the staffroom. In fact, poverty itself is rarely introduced as a factor, because it is so clearly outside the child’s control. However, blame is often attributed to the parenting of that child, in those staffroom discussions as in the furore over school uniform stories in the press.


There is no doubt that some people see behaviours that have been linked to poverty as personal failures. Survey responses in the UK and the US about the reasons for persistent poverty are often full of blame for those who live in poverty – for spending their money unwisely, not putting enough effort into looking for work, and failing to impress upon their children the value of education and the importance of playing a productive part in society.50 A hypothetical solution to this would be simple: poorer people just need to make better-evidenced, more prosocial decisions. According to this view, poverty is perpetuated by a lack of personal responsibility and a lack of motivation to improve one’s own life or the life of one’s child. However, this completely ignores the cyclical nature and psychological stress of a lack of resources. It is an incredibly negative and disparaging view of the psychology of those living in deprivation and demonstrates how vulnerable these people are to the assumption of attitude.


Here, we are all in danger of relying on ‘the power of the reckon’. It is easy to blame a child’s poor attention span on the amount of screen time their parent allows them, while ignoring the middle-class children who are allowed equal screen time but show little difficulty in maintaining attention in class. Just a few of the psychological traits historically associated with those who live in poverty include: short-term thinking, fatalism, apathy, pessimism, hedonism, opportunism and recklessness – quite the list! Interestingly, the psychologist and author William Ryan notes that some of these traits are better conceptualised as the manifestation of a lack of power.51 Or they could equate to what has been described as the ‘lack of slack’ – meaning that people with more limited resources simply have much less room for error or adjustment. As Bertrand et al. hypothesised:




‘The poor may exhibit the same basic weaknesses and biases as do people from other walks of life, except that in poverty, with its narrow margins for error, the same behaviors often manifest themselves in more pronounced ways and can lead to worse outcomes.’52





Although we are in an early stage of our understanding of how poverty causes differences in children’s development and behaviour, there are clearly some issues that we need to address within our schools if we are to reduce the disproportionate exclusion of children who receive free school meals. And they don’t just involve auditing our uniforms, food and drink, equipment requirements and school trip payments (although these are easy places to start). There is a need to acknowledge the broader ‘lack of slack’ – not just for these students but also for their families – and to consider how our communication and relationship-building with parents acknowledges this. As you may recall, an important mediator of children’s negative behaviours when their families transitioned into poverty was the psychological stress felt by their caregivers, so our treatment of those caregivers – how we support, harangue, critique or judge them – is an important consideration and may be having a significant impact.


The concept of poverty does not ‘map’ well to expectations of behaviour in schools; neither can it be fully conceptualised as a form of ‘excuse’. But this does not mean it can be ignored, particularly when we know how closely school exclusion rates are correlated with the income of the area they serve. We need to consider the behavioural differences evidenced by the research literature, in areas such as hyperactivity, attention, memory, and so on, not only in our ‘management’ of these differences in a school context but also in our attempts to support our students’ social, emotional and cognitive development in ways that might lead to improvement in these areas. Surely this is better than flooding all these ideas together into the vast conceptual lake of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ behaviour?


In the words of the researcher Johannes Haushofer:




‘Asking these questions isn’t the same as saying the poor are … intrinsically deficient; the point is to ask whether all of us might experience particular psychological consequences or behave in particular ways if we happen to find ourselves in a situation of poverty.’53





My argument would be that the evidence so far does not show that there are no differences in attitudes, behaviours or decision-making – but it does suggest that those differences are not the result of some kind of intrinsic lack of, or surfeit of, morality. Think back to the responses on social media to those school uniform stories; the judgements that were freely pronounced on those parents and how they were spending their money. Surely, any ‘moral posturing’ towards those who possess fewer resources demonstrates a lack of empathy, and also perhaps a lack of gratitude by those who possess relative wealth.


And when we are conceptualising poverty – or a ‘lack of slack’ – in our school populations, we must not forget the ‘Tyrones’: those children who do not receive free school meals but still live lives of significant deprivation and cumulative, chronic stress. A child living just above the poverty line is not appreciably better off than one living just below it. There are some factors that can buffer against the negative effects of poverty but, overall, it is correlated with almost every kind of negative outcome imaginable in the worlds of physical health, mental health, social mobility and incarceration, educational attainment, employment opportunities and exclusion. In summary, to use the words of the American novelist James Baldwin:




‘Anyone who has struggled with poverty knows how extremely expensive it is to be poor.’54
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