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'Every Child Achieving and Thriving' White Paper
About CPAG
Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the more than one in four children in the UK growing up in poverty. It doesn’t have to be like this. We use our understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty – for good.
We provide training, advice and information to make sure hard-up families get the financial support they need. We also provide tools and resources to support those working in schools to bring down the cost of the school day, increase inclusion for children from lower-income households We carry out extensive research with pupils, families and school staff to capture that impact that poverty is having in the education system and what more is needed to make sure that all children can thrive at school. 
Summary 
The Schools White Paper presents a welcome shift towards a more child-centered education system, and acknowledges that that too many children currently face barriers to ‘achieving and thriving’ at school. It is particularly welcome that it demonstrates ambition for disadvantaged young people with a bold target to halve the attainment gap, sets out plans to measure and monitor pupil wellbeing and sets out plans to increase enrichment opportunities. 
However, reforms are needed both inside and outside the school gates to tackle educational inequalities. Government cannot rely on action inside classrooms alone to break the strong correlation between household incomes and educational outcomes. It must also look at more than just attainment when setting a vision for disadvantaged children and young people. To meet the white paper’s overall ambition, government must go further and crucially this must include more measures that bring child poverty down.
The issue of young people not being in employment, education or training (NEET) is complex and requires a whole system approach, but the evidence shows that reducing child poverty will be one of the biggest levers that our country can pull to bring down the NEET rate, as well as to make life better for children and young people.
We support government’s ambition in this white paper, but we are clear that many of the solutions lie outside the school gates and are not addressed in this white paper. Families need more support through the social security system and success will need action from the Department for Work and Pensions as well as the Department for Education. 
Raising attainment 
The Government’s ambition to raise attainment, including reducing the disadvantage gap.
A clear focus on outcomes for disadvantaged young people is a welcome and much-needed step. The White Paper’s headline ambition is to halve the attainment gap for this generation of children by the time they sit their GCSEs. This provides a target which centers the experiences and outcomes of children from lower-income households in education policy making. Children experiencing poverty should be at the heart of decision-making for the Department for Education and this focus is welcome.
The government has not yet set out all the details on how this headline measure will be met. However, it is clear that significant progress will only be made towards this if the government tackles the root cause of the attainment gap- child poverty.  
The data showing the links between educational outcomes and child poverty presents a clear picture. Although FSM eligibility is not a perfect measure of poverty, the data consistently shows that children from lower-income households, including those below the poverty line, have poorer outcomes on average at every stage of education in comparison to other children. The poverty-related attainment gap is present when children begin school, with children in receipt of FSMs 4.9 months behind their peers.[footnoteRef:2] By the time students are 16, those from lower-income households are 19 months behind [footnoteRef:3] and household income is the strongest predictor of attainment at GCSE level.[footnoteRef:4] The longer children spend in school, inequalities grow and the attainment gap widens. This trend is not a result of children from lower-income households having less ability or potential or working less hard than others, but because child poverty has a tight grip on all aspects of a child’s time in education. The attainment gap measures and reflects inequalities outside of the school gates.  [2:  Education Policy Institute, Disadvantage, 2026 ]  [3:  Education Policy Institute, Disadvantage, 2026]  [4:  IFS, Education inequalities, 2022] 

The persistence of the poverty-related attainment gap is also not due to a lack of initiatives or efforts from schools. Since the introduction of the pupil premium in 2011, there has also been a greater onus placed on schools to identify specific strategies and initiatives to support the progress and attainment of disadvantaged students. All schools publish their pupil premium strategies and make use of evidence and research to adopt initiatives to narrow the poverty-related attainment gap. Outcomes for disadvantaged students are also explored through Ofsted inspections. Despite the considerable work of schools and the focus on disadvantaged pupils, there has been very little progress in narrowing the attainment gap. The pace of change has been slow, and it is in this context that the target outlined in the white paper is ambitious. 
The attainment gap persists because poverty affects all areas of school life and holds children back. Efforts to reduce the attainment gap must acknowledge that differences in outcomes are strongly correlated to the amount of money families have at home and respond accordingly.
‘There is strong evidence from national statistics and from empirical research that the single most significant factor in perpetuating educational inequality continues to be poverty.’ (McCluskey et al, 2025)[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  McCluskey at al, Expert Report for the UK Covid-19 Public Inquiry- Children and Young People, Lessons in learning: The Impact of Covid-19 on Educational Provision, Support and Progress, 2025 ] 

The government’s recent child poverty strategy fires the starting gun. Removing the two-child limit and expanding FSMs to children in households in receipt of universal credit in England will lift over half a million children out of poverty over this parliament. But with 4 million children living below the poverty line, classrooms will remain full of children facing hardship. 
We support government’s ambition to reduce the attainment gap, but we are clear that many of the solutions lie outside the school gates and are not addressed in this white paper.  Government must tackle the cause of the attainment gap, poverty and hardship, by increasing family income rather than relying solely on school-based approaches and initiatives, which all the evidence shows is not sufficient to deliver the change government is trying to achieve  Families need more support through the social security system and success on the target that has been set will need action from the Department for Work and Pensions as well as the Department for Education. 
To make significant progress against its target for disadvantage pupils, Government must: 
· Continue to use all its available levers to reduce child poverty as a priority within this parliament, and with a clear trajectory for further action.
· Improve household incomes -  ensuring children can thrive while reducing the strain on schools. 
· Further deliver on its commitment in the child poverty strategy to ‘tackle the costs of the school day’, reducing barriers for those living on a low income. 
· Take a child-centred approach by matching its ambition to address the attainment gap with a drive to improve children’s educational outcomes and experiences in the round.  

How essential skills can be more effectively integrated into the curriculum in order to raise attainment and reduce the number of young people not in education, employment or training (NEET).
Schools have an important role to play in preventing young people from becoming NEET, which we explore below. However, any plan to significantly reduce the number of young people who are NEET in the long term must focus on prevention and treating the root cause of the issue. This includes child poverty. Children who are in receipt of free school meals in Year 11 are twice as likely not to be in education, employment or training as their peers.[footnoteRef:6] This is not surprising. Child poverty has a tight grip on all aspects of childhood and  shapes the conditions for whether a young person is able to access education, training and employment. As the Young people and work interim report highlights, over half of the instances of young people being NEET at age 17 are attributable to poverty and family adversity.[footnoteRef:7] The impact of growing up in poverty starts in early childhood and accumulates over time. The longer and deeper the poverty experienced by children, the worse this is for their outcomes. To bring down the number of NEET young people, education reforms including curriculum changes must be carried out in conjunction with wider action to lift children out of poverty. [6:  Impetus, Youth Jobs Gap: Exploring compound disadvantage, 2025]  [7:  DWP, Young people and work: interim report, 2026] 

Poverty shapes the and influences young people’s educational pathways. Curriculum reform must ensure that the barriers that young people from lower-income households currently face at school are addressed. 
The reality is that families often face lots of hidden curriculum costs, and consequently engagement with the curriculum is too often shaped by the amount of money families have available at home. Pupils from lower-income households face cost barriers when it comes to full participation in the curriculum. These range from purchasing revision guides and study materials to going on curriculum-related trips. In secondary school, CPAG’s research found that families spend a minimum of £279 on resources and equipment to take part in the curriculum – for example, on laptops and revision guides, and on costs for specific subjects including materials for design technology, specific PE kit or ingredients for food technology (CPAG, 2023). Costs related to homework and home learning also create a barrier for pupils. For example, lacking devices, data, software and connectivity prevents participation in education.
Young people have also told us that money at home affects their pathways through school and their ability to achieve. Secondary school pupils shared that money at home influences the subject choices they make at GCSE level and their ability to study and complete homework.[footnoteRef:8] The consequence of this is seen in GCSE entries for different subjects, with pupils from lower socioeconomic backgrounds being 39 per cent less likely than their peers to take music at GCSE in part due to the cost of instrument tuition. They are also 49 per cent less likely to take PE which is partially linked to the cost of equipment and extra-curricular sports coaching.[footnoteRef:9] In developing the national curriculum, costs related to learning must be addressed for children facing socioeconomic disadvantage to be able to access and participate in lessons equally. This is vital for their engagement with school, their ability to achieve and for their future pathways. Young people must be able to make choices based on their aspirations, ambitions and potential not price tags to ensure that they make a successful transition to the world of work.  [8:  CPAG, ‘Back-to-school but blocked from learning – secondary pupils excluded by costs’, 2025 ]  [9:  EPI, Disadvantage Gaps in England 2022, 2022] 

Reducing disadvantage gaps
The proposed reforms to disadvantage funding, including the introduction of a stepped funding model and the use of household income measures. The implications of breaking the link between free school meal eligibility and deprivation funding.
Currently, eligibility for means-tested FSMs over the past six years is used to identify children facing poverty and disadvantage in a school setting. Children in this cohort attract pupil premium funding and additional deprivation funding through the national funding formula. The white paper shares government intentions to ‘rewire’ deprivation funding and change the definition of disadvantage, moving away from using the binary FSM metric as a flag. Government is considering different options, including a model that is more directly based on household income (using income data), with the potential for different levels of funding support depending on the length and depth of poverty children experience. Government is also exploring options that target funding based on a combination of where a child lives and their family’s financial circumstances. The paper suggests a new model could remove the need for families to take up a free meal in order to be eligible for deprivation funding, essentially decoupling the two policies. 
We know the current FSM eligibility measure is a blunt tool, not least because around one in three children in poverty do not qualify for FSMs under the existing system.[footnoteRef:10] Using income data to better understand levels of disadvantage and the links to educational outcomes would be welcome. Simplifying registration processes for families, including using auto-enrolment systems for FSMs or deprivation funding (or both), would also be a positive step ensuring children and schools can access everything they are entitled to.  [10:  CPAG, The number of children in poverty not eligible for free school meals, by nation and region, 2024 ] 

However, it’s unclear in the white paper how government anticipates changes in disadvantage funding will work in practice to address the attainment gap. What difference will an updated funding model make to schools and how will this practically affect outcomes? Schools should be properly funded but a redistribution of the existing pot of money may lead to gains and losses for individual schools and will not fundamentally address the current drivers of the gap. While the system could be better designed, government should consider whether a redistribution of disadvantage funding will bring about the large-scale change needed to meet the ambitious attainment gap target that has been set. 
The Government's two new place-based approaches to tackling disadvantage- Mission North-East, which would focus on improving outcomes for white working-class children, Mission Coastal, which would focus on improving outcomes in coastal communities.
While child poverty exists in every corner of the country, children in some areas are at higher risk and face distinct challenges. Place matters in shaping the opportunities available to children and young people.[footnoteRef:11] Many coastal areas face high levels of poverty and pupils in these areas on average achieve lower grades than their peers at GCSE level.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  EPI, Investigating educational disadvantage and place-based approaches in the North East of England, 2025]  [12:  DfE, Outcomes for pupils at the end of KS4 by geography, 2019] 

Work that responds to the particular barriers faced by children in these areas is welcome and the missions provide an opportunity to further test approaches that can be adapted and scaled up nationally. For example, before and after-school provision. But it is vital to recognise that the areas identified for the missions and currently with some of the poorest outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people are also facing high levels of child poverty. The attainment of young people in these areas is not only shaped by the experiences they have at school. Wider challenges, including persistently high poverty levels influence educational outcomes for children in these areas. Improving the living standards of children in the mission locations and across the UK will be a necessary condition to support action at a local level. The missions must be matched with national investment and action to address child poverty. Government must provide a strong foundation on which place-based approaches can be built and developed. It should make full use of the levers that they hold, including supporting family incomes through the social security system to tackle national issues that are outside the devolved remit. 
Poverty also has a pervasive impact on children and young people from all ethnic groups and the poverty-related attainment gap demonstrates this. Children in Black and Asian communities are nearly twice as likely to live in poverty than children from white backgrounds. Across every ethnic group, pupils registered for free school meals have lower educational outcomes than their peers.[footnoteRef:13] The data does highlight that some groups of ‘disadvantaged’ children fair worse than others, but this is not limited to children from white backgrounds. Children from Black Caribbean, Mixed White, Black Caribbean, White Irish, White Irish Traveller and White Gypsy/ Roma are also more likely to have worse educational outcomes than other groups facing disadvantage.[footnoteRef:14] Research suggests these national trends may be driven by factors such as where children from different ethnic groups are congregated in the country, for example, children in cities, particularly London, tend to do better than those in more rural or coastal areas.[footnoteRef:15] Outcomes are also affected by the levels of disadvantage in those areas, with poorer pupils faring better if they are in areas with a higher proportion of ‘disadvantaged’ pupils, perhaps because there is more funding or because schools are better set up to support families.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Institute for Government, Educational outcomes across England, 2025]  [14:  FFT Education Datalab, The educational outcomes of disadvantaged White pupils, 2025]  [15:  Institute for Government, Educational outcomes across England, 2025]  [16:  Institute for Government, Educational outcomes across England, 2025] 

What is needed for all children and young people living in low-income households is action to end child poverty. In education, action to reduce the cost of the school day and provide support universally, including through, developing affordable uniform policies, providing a comprehensive enrichment programme that all students can take part in and the removal of sanctions if pupils do not have equipment, is vital to improving outcomes for all children and young people, and are particularly impactful for those living on a low income. 
Improving attendance 
The reasons for persistent absence, particularly among disadvantaged pupils, and whether the White Paper’s proposals address those reasons adequately.
The schools white paper is right to highlight attendance as critical issue. Attendance remains more challenging for children in families with incomes low enough to qualify for means-tested free school meals and this is concerning. Last year, 1 in 3 young people from disadvantaged backgrounds missed ten percent or more of their lessons.[footnoteRef:17]  Missing lessons makes it harder for children to achieve their full potential throughout school and in their end-of-school assessments. [17:  Impetus, It is now normal for pupils not to attend school every day, 2025] 

Research into the reasons why so many young people are missing from their classes has found the causes are complex and multifactorial. Triggers can include mental and physical health challenges, unmet special educational needs, family illness or disability, feeling excluded at school or falling behind on schoolwork. Absence is sometimes grounded in a combination of these factors. 
CPAG’s research with educators, families, children and young people across the UK also shows that not being able to afford uniforms, school supplies, trips, and transport to school are reasons why children are not attending their lessons. When families consistently struggle with these costs, the odd missed day can turn into persistent absence. Our survey with young people aged 11-18 found that 16 per cent of young people have missed school at least once because they didn’t have something they needed to attend and this increased to one-in-four of those who qualify for free school meals.[footnoteRef:18] The most common item that prevented young people from attending school was not having school uniform or kit. Young people also missed school because they didn’t have money for school meals or a packed lunch, and money for school trips. The cost of transport for school was also a barrier for young people. Children in low-income households were also more likely to report needing time off school for mental health challenges compared to their peers. [18:  CPAG, Priced out of school: how lack of money prevents young people from attending school , 2025] 

The government has put some steps in place in its Child Poverty Strategy to tackle the cost of the school day. By expanding free school meals to all children in households in receipt of universal credit in England and limiting the number of branded items pupils are required to have, cost pressures on families will be reduced and this may support school attendance.  However, the cost of school remains high. CPAG research finds that the minimum cost of education parents in the UK must meet is now over £1,000 a year for a child at primary school and nearly £2,300 a year for a child at secondary school.[footnoteRef:19] More must be done to bring down these costs, so no child is priced out of school. More widely, schools must be poverty sensitive to ensure children from lower income families do not feel excluded or left out, and the government’s reforms must help to engender these approaches. This must include: [19:  CPAG, The minimum cost of education in the UK, 2025] 


· Poverty aware staff: School staff across the education sector recognise and acknowledge the impact of household income and family finances on children’s educational experiences and outcomes. 
· Tackling barriers: School policies and practices including approaches to young people who are struggling with attendance are poverty sensitive, with schools doing all they can to address the practical cost barriers to participation, tackle stigma and reduce school-related costs for families.
· Pupil voice: Young people are heard on issues that matter to them. Pupils, particularly those living in poverty, have genuine and meaningful opportunities to give feedback and shape their time at school. 
· Intersectional approach: School staff understand how poverty intersects with other inequalities, including race and disability, and are sensitive to the needs of marginalised children.  
Enrichment, belonging and behaviour 
The role of enrichment activities (including arts, sport, and civic engagement) in improving pupil outcomes and wellbeing.
Clubs and extra-curricular activities are vital for children to be able to explore their wider interests outside of the core curriculum and develop a range of skills. However, we know that children from lower-income households can be priced out of clubs and activities, children eligible for FSMs were 11 per cent less likely to attend sports clubs than their peers and 9 per cent less likely to attend clubs for hobbies, arts or music.[footnoteRef:20] At-school enrichment is crucial to spreading opportunity. Three in five parents in receipt of means-tested benefits said that offering these activities, such as music, art and sport, around the school day would give their children access to opportunities they would otherwise struggle to provide. However, 70 per cent of this group said they would be less likely to attend if they came at a cost[footnoteRef:21] Parents of primary school children currently pay at minimum £141.43 a year for enrichment opportunities, and for secondary school parents this minimum cost is £139.28.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  EPI, Access to extra-curricular provision and the association with outcomes , 2024]  [21:  CPAG and Parentkind, Extending the school day, 2021]  [22:  CPAG, The minimum cost of education in the UK, 2025] 

The white paper sets out an ambition for all children and young people to access, through both the curriculum and extra-curricular opportunities, a wide-ranging enrichment offer. The intention is that all children will take part in civic engagement, arts, culture, nature, outdoor and adventure activities, sports and opportunities to develop wider life skills. Through the introduction of an enrichment framework, schools and colleges will be supported to plan and monitor their enrichment offer to meet benchmarks. 
CPAG supports a focus on all children being able to take up and benefit from a more consistent enrichment offer which allows them to develop their interests, skills and talents. To ensure all children can make the most of these changes government must: 
· Ensure that schools are adequately funded and that costs do not fall on families. All children should be able to benefit from this offer and no child should be priced out, as is too often the case currently.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  CPAG, Children’s futures and the economic case for before- and after-school provision, 2022 ] 

· Continue to involve young people and their voices in the development of the enrichment framework.

How schools can promote belonging and positive relationships, whilst also addressing bullying and discrimination. The role of the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework in enhancing pupils’ sense of belonging and enjoyment of school.
Child poverty also has a causal effect on children’s mental health and wellbeing, with children living in the poorest 20 per cent of households in the UK four times more likely to struggle with mental health challenges at the age of 11 than those in the wealthiest 20 per cent.[footnoteRef:24] DfE survey data also shows that children in receipt of FSMs are less likely to have a sense of belonging at school than their peers, and more likely to report that they have been the victim of bullying.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:   Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition, Save The Children, Centre for Mental Health, A Dual Crisis: The Hidden Link Between Poverty and Children’s Mental Health, 2024  ]  [25: DfE, State of the nation 2022: children and young people's wellbeing, 2023] 

In the schools white paper, the government has pledged to increase the sense of belonging for more children, including those disadvantaged and those with SEND. Schools are being asked to monitor this and understand what more they can do in this area. This will sit alongside a new pupil engagement framework informed by insights from children and young people. These are small but welcome steps to support both belonging and inclusion for children at school. 
CPAG supports approaches that place a greater emphasis on children’s experiences of the school day and increase pupil voice opportunities. Providing genuine opportunities for pupils to feedback on their time at school, particularly to those in poverty and who are less often heard, is valued by young people themselves and supports better policy making.  
Wider government policy 
How the reforms set out in the White Paper align with other Government policies affecting children and young people, including the National Youth Strategy and proposals to extend voting rights to 16 and 17-year-olds.
The Child Poverty Strategy brought together government departments and ministers to focus on what was needed across government to prevent a rise to child poverty levels. The analysis in the strategy was clear, support for children through the social security system has been eroded over time and this has worsened child poverty. The strategy also lays the devastating effect child poverty has on educational outcomes and the stark consequences of this on children’s outcomes and their ability to earn as adults. Scrapping the two-child limit and expanding free school meals are important first steps but is vital that the momentum of this work is built upon with long-term investment in further measures that reduce the extent and depth of child poverty to ensure that all children have the best start in life. 
Investing in children is good for childhoods, children’s outcomes and helps to boost economic growth in the long run. The ambitions and targets that the Department for Education have set in the White Paper cannot be achieved through the education system and will rely on a strong cross-government agenda to further bring down levels of child poverty. The most effective way to do this is through investing in the social security system, particularly in children’s benefits, and doing so will turbo-charge other government interventions including in the early years, during school and at post-16. The schools white paper must build on the policies and learning from the child poverty strategy, to ensure all children can have the very best start in life.
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