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The Poverty Proofing audit devised by Children 
North East is a process by which children, staff, 
parents and governors are asked about where 
and how poverty impacts on the school day. 
The experiences of children and young people 
are placed at the heart of this enquiry process. 
Children North East prepare a report with an 
action plan based on the audit to enable each 
school community to make changes.

In this evaluation update for school leaders we 
share updated insights into Poverty Proofing 
action plans, focusing on how changes are 
being embedded in practice at two primary 
schools in the North East. These examples 
build on the Poverty Proofing the School  
Day Evaluation and Development Report1.

CASE STUDIES
Two schools were chosen in order to examine examples of 
‘good practice’. Our evaluation1 identified issues from the 
majority of schools that engaged with the Poverty Proofing 
process, and identified some issues for the small number 
that did not engage. We emphasise that Poverty Proofing is 
a process to be entered into by schools with audit teams. 
It must become specific to each school’s current context, 
with review and revisions over time. The two case studies in 
this report are a snapshot of schools as they made changes 
specific to their communities’ needs, as part of a deeper 
ongoing process of change. 

This brief report examines in more detail the actions taken 
by two schools that engaged well with the process but also 
draws out some important questions. The following sections 
highlight key benefits for schools, with examples of changes 
and a closer look at the practicalities of bringing about change. 
We talk about some of the longer term impacts. Finally we 
raise some critical issues about the relationship between 
schools and poverty.

School A is a small first school (age range 3 to 9) in a rural 
town. Most pupils are of White British heritage and a small 
percentage of pupils are of Black Asian and Minority Ethnic 
heritage. 

School B is a large primary school (age range 3 to 11) in a 
coastal town. Most pupils are of White British heritage and a 
growing percentage of pupils are of Black Asian and Minority 
Ethnic heritage.

Both schools were rated ‘good’ at their last Ofsted inspections. 
Both schools have about a fifth of pupils who are eligible 
for free school meals, which is above the national average. 
Similarly, both schools have an above average numbers of 
students eligible for Pupil Premium funding.

In order to prepare these case studies we had access to 
the Poverty Proofing audit action plans. The two schools 
featured here took part in additional individual interviews 
conducted by academic researchers at Newcastle University 
and Durham University with headteachers/senior leadership 
teams, parent governors, teaching staff, and the Parent Teacher 
Association (PTA). Interviews explored how the schools 
had been challenged by and also enthused by the Poverty 
Proofing audit process, and are now making changes as a 
result of their audit. To protect the anonymity of the two 
schools we have not specified which changes took place  
at which school.

SUMMARY FINDINGS
The case studies were both examples of the ways that 
Poverty Proofing audits and training continue to offer school 
leaders a structured approach to tackling the barriers to 
learning that are caused by the impacts of living in poverty. 
Poverty Proofing data helped both schools understand the 
changing demographics of their school communities and 
discover that poverty is more widespread than school staff 
had initially thought. 

Examples of how Poverty Proofing helped these schools 
included:

•  supporting open and honest conversations about poverty, 
linking this to the safeguarding of children 

•  involving the whole school community in making changes 
that are fairer for everyone

•  finding ways to continue offering great opportunities for 
children’s learning and development, in a context of tight 
family budgets and tight school budgets

•  providing essential practical support to families without 
being patronising or indiscreet

•  identifying ways to update school traditions when these 
put cost pressures on families and at the same time 
continuing with what makes the school special.

This report summarises some of the benefits for schools, 
gives examples of change in school practices, suggests 
attitudinal change and discusses some longer term impacts 
and considerations.

1  Mazzoli-Smith L, Todd L. (2016) Poverty Proofing the School Day: Evaluation and 
development report. Research Centre for Learning and Teaching, Newcastle University. 
Available online: https://bit.ly/36v4uWX
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POVERTY PROOFING AUDIT:
BENEFITS FOR SCHOOLS
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SCHOOL  
COMMUNITY
Poverty Proofing works with both the social/pastoral and 
educational aims of schools, acknowledging that it is essential 
to understand children’s everyday experience of poverty and 
disadvantage in order to address it. This evaluation update 
for school leaders builds on the Evaluation and Development 
Report1, which found that poverty has damaging effects on 
children’s readiness to learn. 

A Poverty Proofing audit offers a way for schools to uncover 
how their pupils’ and families’ lives are affected by poverty.  
In one headteacher’s words, 

 ‘It’s given us a much more complex picture of the needs of  
our population in school. ... Across the school there was a 
pattern that there were fewer children in lower year groups 
from more affluent families, our demographic was changing. 
We’d had a gut feeling, but this was the data that really 
clarified it. … For some who had made assumptions about 
families at all levels this was a revelation.’ – Headteacher

A WHOLE-SCHOOL 
APPROACH
Involving all staff in a Poverty Proofing audit is a way to draw 
on multiple sources of evidence. There are benefits for child 
protection when key messages are consistently understood 
and acted on: 

 ‘All of the lunchtime supervisors, office staff, caretakers and 
cleaners, everyone – everyone – came to the training and will 
discuss it on the same level. It has sharpened up our child 
protection safeguarding because more people feel empowered 
to say “I’m really concerned, he’s come in three mornings 
and said he hasn’t had any breakfast” or “this little boy’s  
got no underpants on when he got changed for PE”, things 
like that. That open communication, that everybody is 
responsible but also that everyone will be listened to, means 
that people have the confidence to deal with things in the 
right way.’ – Headteacher “We’re an inclusive school.  

This makes us inclusive.  
Before, we were lacking a  
little bit without realising.”
PARENT GOVERNOR

1  Mazzoli-Smith L, Todd L. (2016) Poverty Proofing the School Day: Evaluation and 
development report. Research Centre for Learning and Teaching, Newcastle University. 
Available online: https://bit.ly/36v4uWX
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 “I was shocked to hear that 
70% of our children come 
from three of the poorest 
wards in our town.”
PARENT GOVERNOR

SCHOOL FUNDING  
AND BUDGETS
A Poverty Proofing audit can help identify school budget 
priorities in a challenging economic climate. For schools in 
the North East this has involved making decisions about how 
tight budgets can still offer excellent opportunities for pupils: 

 ‘We went – hopefully! – for better experiences... We’ve had 
street scientists in from one of the universities, we had 
Newcastle University in yesterday blowing up rockets –  
well, setting them off in the field, and that was free. So we’re 
being more canny about what we can get in that we don’t 
have to charge for, we don’t have to take them out for trips 
all the time.’ – Headteacher

The evidence gathered through Poverty Proofing audits  
can contribute to campaigning for fair funding decisions  
at local authority and national levels: 

 ‘If every school could do it, it would give a greater picture not 
only for the Local Authority that has that responsibility for 
money for education but also for the government to know 
that when they are allotting funding at a national level that 
these areas have specific needs.’ – School Governor

WORKING  
WITH FAMILIES
Schools have found that Poverty Proofing can help strengthen 
relationships with parents/carers. Opportunities identified 
through a Poverty Proofing audit have included ways to 
develop stronger connections with parents who had not 
previously attended school events: 

 ‘The parents that wouldn’t engage with the management 
of the school now come in for coffee mornings and all that. 
Because they think “well it’s not the school, it’s that Family 
Support Officer doing it and she’s great.” ’– School Governor

There is also evidence of relationships being strengthened 
for families who are not directly affected by poverty but want 
to ensure that their children understand issues of fairness 
and justice: 

 ‘I talked to one parent about Poverty Proofing, she’s  
a professional person, she hasn’t got financial issues.  
But her daughter had said about some people not paying 
for visits and why was that, and she’d had a really good 
discussion about how some people don’t have money.  
She felt her child was gaining by having to say that some 
people are in different financial situations and it’s right  
that we make things equal for everybody.’ – Headteacher

CHILDREN AND 
CURRICULUM
 ‘I do think it’s right to be honest and to acknowledge that 
children know, children know who finds things hard if they 
might not have as much money. ... You’re not sparing their 
emotions by not addressing this. They know it.’ – Headteacher

Our research found that pupils at primary school and ‘beyond’ 
know that poverty affects their lives and the lives of their 
classmates. A Poverty Proofing audit offers supportive ways 
to talk with pupils about poverty, including potential to 
connect this with the curriculum. 

 ‘The children enjoyed talking about themselves and their 
school, and they enjoyed the interaction with [the researcher], 
they had a good experience so that was excellent. And as a 
PHSE SMSC* we couldn’t have done it as well. It was really 
good. [The children] came to us afterwards with comments, 
to say “do you know what we said when the lady was in”  
so it was great as a curriculum tool as well.’ – Headteacher

 “That’s the biggest challenge, 
that’s the biggest thing moving 
forward is to try to continue 
the good practice and all the 
lovely things that we want to 
offer our children, in ever-
tightening budget situations. 
For everybody – not just school 
but parents, everyone.” 

HEADTEACHER

* Personal Social and Health and Economic education 
Spiritual Moral Social and Cultural development
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Poverty Proofing audits have supported 
schools in the North East to tackle the large 
issue of poverty through practical changes 
that make a direct difference to children and 
families. These specific examples show what 
it looks and feels like when attitudinal changes 
are embedded in practice.

SCHOOL-LEVEL 
OVERVIEW
The Poverty Proofing audit prompted one school to work 
out for the first time how much they were asking families 
to contribute. The school realised they were asking for an 
average of £580 per child per year. The school then took two 
strands of action. First, to reduce this cost where feasible. 
Second, to ensure a school-level overview of what was asked 
for when. Staggering payments across the year meant that 
families were not faced with multiple requests in a given week 
and could budget for the additional funds being requested. 

POVERTY PROOFING AUDIT:
EXAMPLES OF CHANGE IN 
SCHOOL PRACTICES

WORLD BOOK DAY
Some school actions and traditions can seem as if they are 
set in stone leading to staff being wary of making changes. 
However, once changes are made we found that members  
of the school community can be pleased, even relieved. 
For this Parent Governor, the change in how their school 
supports World Book Day made it a fairer, cheaper, and  
more enriching day: 

 ‘I had three children in the school and World Book Day, before 
Poverty Proofing came in, cost me £45 for one day and the 
outfits have never been worn since. So since it’s come in, it’s 
now: wear an adjective, wear your favourite colour. For my 
circumstances, that makes it a lot easier and a lot fairer. ... 
It’s getting the kids to think what describing word you could 
wear, and to them that’s bringing in more of their curriculum 
as well. Instead of just wearing a Buzz Lightyear costume...  
I just thought is was what everyone had to do even though  
it was a real struggle.’– Parent Governor
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 “I just thought yeah, that’s how school’s 
always been, unfortunately there’s 
winners and losers. Do you know what  
I mean? You struggle to get what you 
need. It’s not like that now, and the 
relief as a parent is immense.” 
PARENT GOVERNOR



 “We are making changes  
all the time, day to day…  
I often think ‘I could  
Poverty Proof that’.”
LEARNING SUPPORT ASSISTANT
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UNIFORM
Schools have chosen low-cost options for school uniform 
including choosing a generic uniform (not specific branded 
suppliers), or schemes to subsidise the cost of uniforms.

Poverty Proofing audits have helped schools focus on how 
they make second-hand uniforms available without families 
feeling stigmatised. Developing a network of drop-off and 
collection points at local shops, or a PTA member’s home, is a 
practical way to help families both give and receive uniforms: 

 ‘That’s probably one of the most positive things we’ve done 
on a practical level. To get donated uniform out to people 
who really need it, but do it in a way that’s not patronising  
or indiscreet or anything.’ – Headteacher

School A decided to provide PE kit for all pupils, and a teacher 
took on the responsibility of washing it. As a small school this 
was a practical and personal way of offering ongoing support. 

DISCOS
Changing how school discos are run can be cheaper for 
families and also more enjoyable for children: 

 ‘We’ve totally redone the discos. Before Poverty Proofing  
we used to have to buy a ticket for each child, then they’d 
have to buy their own drinks food and sweets at the disco 
and it was always an after school event. Now, it’s an in-school 
event so the children don’t change their clothes, they all  
stay in their uniform, they get juice that’s provided and a  
bag of sweets or a lolly. So everybody can go, and it’s not 
“You’ve had a can of coke, I’ve had nothing because I’ve  
got no money”, it’s all just… obviously it’s easier for the 
parents as well, it used to cost me an absolute bomb!  
I think the kids enjoy it more because all of the kids get  
to go. Before it was always the same kids that didn’t  
get the chance.’ – Parent Governor 

Schools have found it effective to address school discos not 
in isolation but as part of a review of events and fundraising. 
This can help maintain school traditions and also ask if 
events still meet the needs of the school community: 

 ‘We’d actually been making a loss at the last couple of  
discos. ... We’re gonna do a movie night instead and see  
how that goes. That idea’s come from another school.  
So basically we’re looking at more ideas that will be more 
accessible to parents, that’s not going to cost a fortune.’  
– Parent Governor 

CONTACT WITH  
PARENTS AND CARERS
A Poverty Proofing audit includes a close focus on local 
demographic data. This helped these schools recognise 
how the families in each school community differed from 
previous generations. For example, where parents/carers  
felt isolated from other networks of support, the school 
offered picnics and bingo events with an increased focus  
on adults’ social engagement. 

Schools also identified ways to improve parents’/carers’ 
experiences of direct contact with the school. Front office 
staff had previously been the first point of contact for 
payment-related issues, and one school found that a focus 
on record-keeping meant office staff were shaming the parents 
who had not paid. The Poverty Proofing audit offered a way 
for the school to focus on the issues of why families had 
difficulty paying, and so changed school office practices of 
how payment issues were negotiated with parents/carers. 

SCHOOL TRIPS
Giving advance notice of school trips can help families budget 
for payments, even when trip costs have been reduced to a 
minimum. As one Deputy Headteacher explains, this can be 
about sharing information at an earlier stage in planning trips: 

 ‘What we’ve looked at is the families that don’t qualify for 
Pupil Premium but they struggle with additional payments 
for a trip. We really give a lot more notice about when a 
payment is going to come, so it was recommended as a 
general rule that we try to give about four weeks and we’ll 
send a text. Not to ask for the money, but to say that in four 
weeks we’ll be asking for this. [For teachers] you’ve already 
thought about the bus and the price, so it’s just about 
sharing it that bit quicker.’ – Deputy Headteacher

A focus on the purpose of school trips can help develop 
cross-curricular opportunities, as seen in this example of 
visits to local STEM industry partners: 

 ‘There’s a lot of industry there just at the developmental  
stage but there will be jobs there. So we work very closely 
with the STEM centre there, that’s a relatively new thing and 
it ties in with this beautifully because we’re not just looking 
at activities that are great for the children now, we’re also 
looking at employability.’ – Headteacher
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POVERTY PROOFING AUDIT:
IMPACT ON ATTITUDES
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UNDERSTANDING 
CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES 
OF THE SCHOOL DAY
Poverty Proofing audits and training have supported and 
strengthened schools’ continued commitment to doing  
the best for their pupils. Confronting the extent of poverty 
and its everyday effects has been shocking for schools on 
occasions, but has brought about a change in how school 
staff understand children’s experiences of the school day.  
As one headteacher said: 

 ‘It was very cathartic and it was quite a revelation to some 
people who made perhaps assumptions about our pupil body 
and their parents. ... There had been quite a lot of discussion, 
anecdotal, about children who were presenting as not being 
particularly well looked after, but we didn’t have the backstory. 
We had some of it from our family support worker, for the real 
key cases, but the poverty in school was much more prevalent 
and across families that we had never really thought of as 
living in poverty before. That was one of the key things, that 
mind shift to say “let’s look at the reasons why this child is 
late, or doesn’t have the right uniform.” ’ – Headteacher

CURRICULUM  
AND PLANNING
A Poverty Proofing audit supported staff to change the ways 
they think about ensuring that all children are able to take 
part in school activities. This includes a direct focus on 
hidden costs for families: 

 ‘As a staff team now we do think about implications for parents 
a lot more. ... We’ll look at ways to do it cheaper, to ask for the 
least amount of money’ – Deputy Headteacher

This renewed focus on how to be inclusive has involved  
a change of thinking that is not only about the financial 
implications for schools and families. There is evidence  
that staff teams are finding ways to take action on poverty  
as part of their ongoing teaching practice: 

 ‘Staff are aware that these children are not on an even 
playing field, and it’s affecting their thinking it’s affecting 
their planning. ... At the micro level, it’s changed people’s 
thinking: “Well if I do that, are X Y and Z going to be able to take 
part in that?” So yes it has had an impact.’ – Headteacher

In addition to identifying areas where action is needed, 
Poverty Proofing audits include identifying what schools  
are already doing well: 

 ‘One of the things I found really empowering was the 
confidence it gave us in saying ‘that’s a really good thing’ ... 
we’d focused really heavily in ensuring not just that we deliver 
the best care, which I think has always been done here, but 
also pushing for academic success for all. ... To have that 
validated was really useful for all of us.’ – Headteacher 

 “I feel like it makes people more 
comfortable, settled within the 
lesson. There is no jealousy and less 
arguments because no one feels bad.”
PUPIL



FUNDRAISING
 ‘The general consensus is that the school always wants wants 
wants, that’s what you hear all the time.’ – Parent Governor

Poverty Proofing offers ways to rethink how to raise money 
for school costs. Schools in the North East are addressing 
the tension between needing the fundraising support of PTAs 
and other groups, and recognising that this can be a strain on 
families whose own time and budgets are already stretched. 
In one Headteacher’s words: 

 ‘We’re facing a funding crisis. So obviously we want parents to 
be involved, we want to have a PTA that does raise a little bit 
of money for the extras. ... But it’s that balancing act between 
what can we offer over and above the basic curriculum, and 
what can we do with a ridiculously tight budget in school 
without putting stress on parents to attend events and  
spend and raise money.’ – Headteacher

Tackling food poverty is an example of how schools have 
changed their approach to supporting charities. One  
school rethought their approach to fundraising, to better 
demonstrate their commitment to helping local families 
without putting additional pressure on people: 

 ‘Our PTA are brilliant, it’s just keeping expectations for 
fundraising at a manageable level. We did a lot of work with 
charities, now we’re keeping that overview quite simple so 
that we are helping local and more national global charities 
but in a different way. So we support the food bank by 
asking for a donation of food. It’s stuff in kind, rather than 
asking for money all the time. But it’s still contentious – if 
you’re actually using the food bank you’re not necessarily 
in a position to help the food bank. But we want it to be an 
education focus, we want them to be aware that there are 
some children that are less well off than them, so it’s an 
education of attitude.’ – Headteacher

SCHOOL COMMUNITY
 ‘It’s about acknowledging that everyone has a part to play.  
So hopefully you’re not just having a positive impact on 
children who come to you with Pupil Premium funding, or  
just above that. But you’re having an impact on the whole 
school community, so everyone’s in it together and you’re 
creating a place where everybody can be as equal as possible 
between 9 in the morning and 3.15, when we have control.’ 
– Headteacher

Poverty Proofing is an approach that involves the whole 
school community. For one school, changing their second-
hand uniform scheme helped build trust, as well as 
addressing specific clothing needs: 

 ‘In my first week I gave out 89 pieces of uniform just for this 
school. ... It’s been a major success and I think it has eased a 
lot of pressure on a lot of parents who were really struggling. 
There’s been some heartbreaking stories. And I think rather 
than coming in to school and talking with someone else, 
because I’m just me, I think there’s a better – I’m trying to 
think of the right word – a better kind of trust. Because I’m 
not going to go to school and say “such and such got this off 
me ‘cause they’ve got no money”, because there’s always 
been that issue with pre-loved uniforms. ... I was absolutely 
gobsmacked at how successful it has been and is, and how 
much the scheme’s grown. It makes you feel good to know 
you can help somebody.’ – Parent Governor

Poverty Proofing offers direct and practical ways for a school 
to demonstrate its commitment to children and families. 
Schools have found ways to embed changes in everyday 
practice, so that Poverty Proofing becomes normal within 
their school community but helps set that school apart from 
others. As one Learning Support Assistant said, 

 ‘It’s hard to pick out what’s the norm now, versus what was 
Poverty Proofing. It stands out when I get letters from my 
child’s school, it’s the first thing that stands out “Well you 
don’t Poverty Proof!” I was tempted to say to them, “Would 
you not like to add Poverty Proofing to your outstanding 
Ofsted?” ’ – Learning Support Assistant

 “We need to keep Poverty Proofing 
on the agenda… being aware 
of the next craze… before we 
might have thought of it in 
terms of behaviour but now  
it’s about equity.”
DEPUTY HEAD
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The Poverty Proofing audit process involves 
the whole school community in talking about 
how poverty affects children’s experiences 
of the school day. It is a process that begins 
with an audit and leads to evidence-based 
actions. These insights from specific schools’ 
contexts share examples of their experiences 
of tackling poverty in the school day and 
beyond. These schools’ experiences cannot be 
taken as generic recommendations however, 
or as a replacement for a Poverty Proofing 
audit of your own school. Indeed, there are 
real concerns about an overly standardised 
procedure taking root in this respect.

The longer-term perspectives shared by these schools reveal 
how Poverty Proofing is a lens that can be integrated into 
school staff and leaders’ everyday thinking. Tackling poverty 
involves attention to relationships and connections that 
affect the whole school community. Key points for school 
leaders to consider include: 

•  removing small but significant barriers to learning that can 
then further enable learning to take place

•  taking a holistic approach and involving the whole school 
community

•  understanding changes in local demographics, including 
in-work poverty

•  communicating consistent messages to children and families

•  addressing the impacts of poverty through both targeted 
support for individual pupils’ learning needs, and through 
broader enrichment for all pupils.

Looking beyond this focus on children’s experiences of the 
school day, the benefits that Poverty Proofing offers school 
leaders and staff include: 

•  understanding how poverty causes barriers to learning  
and attendance

•  understanding ways to develop greater confidence in 
using evidence to inform decision making. Data-driven 
approaches can provide diagnostic information and 
sophisticated ways of looking at children’s complex needs, 
but an understanding of children’s lived experiences needs  
a depth and context which cannot come from the data alone

•  opportunities for powerful CPD learning

•  a focus on continuing to offer excellent curriculum and 
enrichment opportunities in difficult funding contexts for 
schools and for families.

POVERTY PROOFING AUDIT:
LONGER TERM IMPACTS  
AND CONSIDERATIONS
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 “We want children to be aware 
of challenging circumstances 
but Poverty Proofing might 
not necessarily be the right 
phrase. Talking about equity 
is important, very positive, 
not just minimising damage, 
acknowledging that everyone  
has a part to play. Equity is  
an exciting prospect.” 
HEADTEACHER



Now that some time has elapsed since the first 
schools took part in Poverty Proofing, there  
is the opportunity to consider and reflect on 
what some longer-term questions might be.  
A more in-depth analysis by the authors aims 
to understand more about stigmatisation in 
school that is linked to poverty1. This analysis 
of two case study schools raises a number of 
other critical issues:

•  the challenge of finding a language to talk about the issue 
of poverty for schools. This raises questions about the uses 
of the term ‘poverty’ itself, and whether this terminology 
should continue after the initial audit phase has been 
completed. ‘Equity’ might be an alternative

•  the challenge of historical aspects of the school structure 
that can be hard to change, and the difficulty in updating 
school traditions to remain relevant to current pupils’ lives

•  developing whole-school approaches to the societal issue 
of poverty, including scalable approaches, where schools 
have only a small number of children living in poverty

•  developing whole staff understandings of the realities of 
poverty for children and families

•  supporting schools to develop and embed ways to tackle 
poverty in the context of high staff turnover when new  
staff had not been part of the original audit process. 

The benefits of Poverty Proofing are wide, connecting a 
focus on the school day, home life, and the overall life of 
the child. Though common themes are emerging across 
the experiences of multiple schools, the focus of Poverty 
Proofing remains on understanding and improving the 
unique context of each school community. 

This evaluation update includes actions that schools tell 
us are making a profound difference to families living in 
poverty. These examples must be understood in a wider 
societal context that includes unequal access to resources, 
underfunding of schools, and tight household budgets 
whether through benefits or precarious employment.  
We are under no illusion that these actions in themselves 
will end poverty. With these schools’ permission we share 
these case studies as practical examples of the change that 
can happen when a whole school community is committed 
to improving the lives of pupils, families, and staff. School 
leadership teams’ commitment to the time and thinking 
needed for this process is crucial to making Poverty Proofing 
effective as meaningful change to benefit each school. 

1  Mazzoli Smith, L, and Todd, L. 2019. Conceptualising poverty as a barrier to learning  
through ‘Poverty proofing the school day’: The genesis and impacts of stigmatisation.  
British Educational Research Journal, 42 (2), pp. 356-371. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3506 FIGHTING AGAINST POVERTY: Case studies of school action      19 18      FIGHTING AGAINST POVERTY: Case studies of school action
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