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This paper is one of an occasional series which explores topics of current 

interest and provides an introduction to concepts and current thinking. The 

purpose is to give the reader an understanding of how the circumstances in 

which children and young people are born, grow up and learn contribute to 

inequalities in educational outcomes.  

 

Key messages 
• Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances 

do well. The quality of the social and physical environments that they 

experience as they grow up is key. A combination and accumulation of 

these experiences can enhance or hinder children and young people’s 

educational outcomes. Parental income and education shape the social 

and physical environments.  

• Parental income is important for educational outcomes. Lack of money 

can limit the availability of resources for learning as well as adversely 

affect the family social environment through the impact of financial 

vulnerability on parental mental health. Strong family relationships and 

supportive parenting can help mitigate the effects of living in 

disadvantaged circumstances on educational outcomes. 

• Lower educational attainment has been found to be associated with 

aspects of children and young people’s physical environment such as 

living in overcrowded housing, in an inadequately heated home and/or 

in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. Experience of food insecurity has 

been linked with poorer educational outcomes as well as emotional and 

behavioural problems. 

• High aspirations for continuing on to higher or further education have 

been reported among parents and children across the spectrum of 

socio-economic backgrounds. Rather than an innate characteristic, 

aspirations are shaped by a broad range of influences including family, 

neighbourhood, school and wider social factors which interact in 

complex ways.  
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• The social environment within schools can play a role in mediating the 

relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and 

educational outcomes. Children and young people attending a school 

with a positive school climate have been found to do better than might 

be expected based on their socio-economic background. 

 

1. Introduction 
Educational attainment influences employment opportunities and income in 

adulthood. People with lower levels of education are less likely to have access 

to resources important for health such as social support, a healthy physical 

environment and warm, safe housing. Poor educational attainment has been 

linked with increased rates of death and illness in adults for a wide range of 

health conditions.1 Children and young people with parents who have lower 

educational attainment are less likely to do well at school than their peers with 

better-educated parents.2 3 4 

 

In general, children living in poverty* have lower educational outcomes 

compared to those from more affluent families.5 6 7 While these associations 

are not unique to the UK, differences in Scotland are marked, starting before 

children begin school and persisting throughout.6 In the Growing Up in 

Scotland study (GUS), children from low-income families were about 13 

months behind in vocabulary skills and 10 months behind in problem-solving 

skills at school entry compared to their more affluent peers.8 Likewise, in the 

2016 Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy, the proportion of Primary 4 

children who were assessed as doing well or very well in reading ranged from 

67% in the most deprived areas to 85% in the least deprived areas (Figure 

1).9 Similar patterns were seen for writing, listening and talking9 and 

numeracy.10  

                                            
* Poverty is a lack of income (either in absolute terms or relative to the rest of the 
population), with the most common threshold defined as having an income below 
60% of median income. (NHS Health Scotland. Income, Wealth and Poverty. 
Inequality Briefing 8 Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2017.)    
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Figure 1: Proportion of pupils performing well or very well in 

reading by stage and deprivation category9 
 

 
 

Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances do 

well.11 The quality of the social and physical environments that children 

experience, and are exposed to, is key.12 13 14 These environments interact 

with the broader structural, economic, political and cultural environment in 

complex ways to influence educational outcomes.12 15 16 17 18 Thus, even 

though family characteristics, such as parental income and education, do not 

necessarily determine children and young people’s educational outcomes, 

they shape the environments in which children and young people live and 

learn.19 

 

This paper begins by looking at the influence of family characteristics on 

educational outcomes. The following sections discuss how physical and social 

environments can shape the educational achievements of children and young 

people (Figure 2). While these contributing factors are, for clarity, explored 

separately, they are inherently related. Advantages or disadvantages tend to 

accumulate for individual children and young people.3 12 For example, parents 
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with lower educational attainment are more likely to earn a lower income. 

Income influences the type and location of housing that families can access, 

which in turn determines the physical environment of the neighbourhood. The 

social environment within the home may be adversely affected by the stress 

experienced by parents living on a low income. The overarching influence of 

the broader structural and political factors is outside the scope of this review. 

More information about socio-economic inequalities can be found on NHS 

Health Scotland’s website at www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities. The 

final section of this paper summarises the key findings and offers suggestions 

for positive actions at a local level.  

 

Figure 2: Influences shaping educational outcomes 

 
 

The primary focus of this paper is children and young people’s educational 

outcomes, with an emphasis on income-related differences. However, healthy 

social and emotional development in childhood and adolescence has been 

shown to be positively associated with better educational outcomes.7 In 

addition, children’s cognitive and language development in the early years is 

http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities
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important for future educational outcomes.20 With this in mind, studies that 

reported social and emotional wellbeing or measures of cognitive 

development around the age that children start school were considered for 

inclusion in this report. The sources of information for this review were, 

primarily, papers reporting UK-based longitudinal studies and relevant 

international reviews. The method used to identify papers for this review is 

detailed in appendix 1. Descriptions of the included longitudinal studies can 

be found in appendix 2. 

 

2. Family characteristics 

2.1 Income 

Parental income is important for educational outcomes.18 21 There is strong 

consistent evidence that links growing up and living in poverty with poorer 

educational outcomes.18 20 21 22 23 24 However, whether income impacts on 

educational outcomes directly or indirectly via factors, such as maternal age, 

lone parenthood or parental education, which are associated with low income, 

has been a subject of debate.21 23 In a systematic review* which looked at the 

pathways between low income and children’s outcomes, Cooper & Stewart 

found that a family’s income affects how well their child does at school.23 24 

Likewise, using information from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), 

researchers found that, after controlling for other family background 

characteristics, living in poverty had independent adverse impacts on 

                                            
* A systematic review is a form of research that attempts to collect all the relevant 
evidence to address a specific question or topic. Researchers use explicit and 
transparent methods to perform a thorough literature search and critical appraisal of 
individual studies. The findings are brought together so that conclusions about what 
is known and not known about a given question or topic can be drawn. Using 
evidence from systematic reviews reduces the risk that findings from individual 
studies are atypical and/or biased. Thus, when review-level evidence is available, 
and has been carried out well, we can have greater confidence about the reliability of 
the findings.   
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children’s cognitive development.22 The effect was greater for children who 

had experienced persistent poverty.* 20 22 

 

Income can impact on educational outcomes directly through parents’ ability 

to pay for resources such as good quality housing and childcare as well as 

age-appropriate educational toys and extra-curricular activities.2 18 23 25 

Parents on higher incomes are able to help their children and young people to 

access good quality schools by paying for private schooling or buying a house 

in a catchment area of a ‘good’ school. In addition, they are able to afford to 

supplement school teaching with private tuition or buy educational resources 

such as revision guides and specimen examination papers.18 

 

Even though universal education is provided free in Scotland,18 21 attending 

school has financial costs. Not only is money needed to buy essential items 

for school, such as school uniform, it enables the provision of equipment and 

activities, outside the classroom, that are supportive of positive educational 

outcomes.23 For example, higher income families are more able to provide 

home computers and internet access that can be used to undertake 

homework, revision and independent study.26 In secondary school, the likely 

financial costs of certain subjects such as money for ingredients in Home 

Economics or artist materials in Art and Design may influence a young 

person’s choice of subject to study.27 Young people from low-income families 

may miss out on new experiences if they are unable to afford the costs of 

school and subject-specific field trips.27 Transport costs may deter young 

people from attending after-school or holiday revision sessions, as school 

transport tends to be provided at set times at the beginning and end of the 

school day.26 School transport policies tend to allocate free transport to and 

from school on the basis of the distance the young person lives from school 

rather than their ability to pay.27 

 

                                            
* In MCS, families with an equalised net household income (household size and 
composition) less than 60% of the national median income at each of three data 
collection points were considered to be living in persistent poverty. 
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Parents with higher incomes are more able to pay for broader learning 

opportunities outside school. By linking information from the MCS with 

attainment at Key Stage 1 and 2*, Chanfreau et al examined whether taking 

part in out-of-school activities when at primary school was linked with 

educational outcomes by the end of primary schooling. Overall, after taking 

into account factors such as previous levels of attainment, participating in out-

of-school activities such as organised physical activities and sports club 

attendance was associated with positive educational outcomes. Time spent 

reading as an informal out-of-school activity was positively associated with 

greater attainment at Key Stage 2.28 In this study, children from low-income 

households were markedly less likely to take part in organised out-of-school 

activities.28 29 Nonetheless, attending an after-school club was found to be 

associated with Key Stage 2 attainment. Compared to disadvantaged children 

who had never attended an after-school club, children who attended one or 

two days per week were more likely to have made better progress than was 

expected based on their circumstances and previous attainment.28 29 

However, the type and quality of activities provided in the after-school clubs 

may be an important factor for progress. In this study, it is not known what 

activities the children took part in at the after-school clubs. Many out-of-school 

activities require financial resources to pay for admission, tuition and/or 

special clothing and equipment. There may also be hidden costs such as 

paying for transport home after school hours.26 Unable to join their peers 

taking part in extra-curricular activities, children from low-income households 

can feel excluded.30 

 

As well as directly impacting on children’s education outcomes, parental 

income may impact indirectly through the effect of financial vulnerability on 

parents’ mental health, which, in turn, may compromise their capacity to 

parent their children in a warm and supportive way.18 23 24 25 31 This is 

discussed in more detail in section 4.1.2. 

 

                                            
* National exams sat by pupils in England at the end of Year 2 (equivalent of Primary 
3 in Scotland) and at the end of Year 6 (equivalent of Primary 7 in Scotland) 
respectively. 
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2.1.1 Diet and nutrition  

Poor diet and nutrition has been linked with poorer academic, social and 

emotional development in children and young people.32 Diets deficient in 

essential vitamins and minerals such as iron and B vitamins may affect an 

individual’s ability to concentrate and pay attention in the classroom. In 

addition, a poor diet may leave children and young people more susceptible to 

illness, reducing time in the classroom through absenteeism.33 

 

There is review-level* evidence that regular breakfast consumption34 35 and 

eating a healthy diet34 36 is linked with better educational outcomes.34 35 In 

addition, regular consumption of energy-dense nutrient-poor food has been 

linked with poorer in-class behaviour and educational outcomes.36 In the Avon 

Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children study (ALSPAC), a reported ‘junk 

food’ dietary pattern, characterised by consumption of high-fat processed 

foods, snack foods high in fat and/or sugar and fizzy drinks at age three years 

was found to be associated with lower results at national Key Stage 2 tests. 

Although the association was small, it remained even after confounding 

factors such as socio-economic position were taken into account.37 

 

Families on a low income spend a greater proportion of their income on food 

than higher-income households, even though the actual amount spent is less. 

In the Living Costs and Food Survey 2015/6, households with the 10% lowest 

incomes spent 17% of their total expenditure on food and non-alcoholic drinks 

compared to 8% for households with the highest 10% of incomes.38 There is 

review-level evidence that experience of food insecurity† is associated with 

poorer educational outcomes as well as children’s emotional and behavioural 

problems. This association remained even after families’ socio-economic 

position was taken into consideration. However, once maternal mental health 

symptoms were taken into account, the association weakened.39  
                                            
* Review-level evidence is a term used to describe evidence that has been taken 
from the findings of one or more systematic reviews. 
† ‘The inability to acquire or consume an adequate or sufficient quantity of food in 
socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so.’ (NHS 
Health Scotland. Position Statement on Food Poverty. Edinburgh: NHS Health 
Scotland; 2015.)  
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2.2 Parental education 

Linked to parental income, parental education has been found to be 

independently strongly associated with children’s outcomes.2 3 4 40 41 The 

length of time spent in education and academic achievement can influence 

the way that parents interact with their children, the type of activities they 

encourage, as well as the attitudes and values expressed about learning.4 

Thus, it is possible that higher parental educational attainment can modify the 

effects of living in a low-income household.4 25 For example, educated parents 

are more likely to read for pleasure, which has been found to be positively 

associated with educational outcomes. Children may be encouraged to read 

by following their parents’ example.18 In addition, if parents are more 

articulate, they may be able to access information and make more effective 

use of public services.25 

 

Familiarity with the education system may mean higher-educated parents are 

more able to help their children find their way around.18 42 For example, more 

educated parents may be more able to guide their children’s decisions about 

subjects to study in secondary school, which, in turn, are likely to affect future 

options for further or higher education and employment.18 42 In addition, they 

are more likely to be able to provide support for their children’s learning 

through their connections to people who can inspire, provide information and 

help with the provision of opportunities for educational or employment 

experiences.2 15 21 23  

 

2.3 Family structure 

Family structure, such as living in a single or two-parent household, can 

shape educational outcomes. However, there is inconsistent evidence that 

family structure independently impacts on educational outcomes. Instead, the 

effect may be accounted for by the poverty experienced by single parents.20 In 

the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2012 survey,* 

                                            
* See appendix 2. 
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on average across the OECD countries* taking part, after taking into account 

family characteristics such as socio-economic position, students living in 

single-parent families were marginally† more likely to be low performers in 

maths.19 However, in the MCS, family structure and instability were not found 

to have any significant associations with cognitive ability after other family 

background characteristics were taken into account.20 One reason for the 

differences between these two studies may be the ages of the study 

populations. The PISA survey tests 15-year-old students, whereas, in the 

MCS, children were assessed when they were 5 years. It is possible that the 

relative influence of living in a single-parent household may depend on the 

age of child or young person as well as the length of time spent in those 

circumstances. However, overall, the effect is liable to be small. 

 

3. Physical environment 

3.1 Housing 

Poor housing conditions can affect children and young people’s health and 

development directly or more indirectly by their effect on parents’ mental 

health and, as a consequence, their capacity to parent in a warm and 

supportive way (see section 4.1.2). Aspects of housing such as housing 

tenure, residential mobility, overcrowding and living in cold homes have been 

linked with children and young people’s outcomes.43 44 

 

3.1.1 Housing affordability 

A significant proportion of a household’s regular expenditure is accounted for 

by housing costs.45 The costs of housing may dictate the amount of income 

that is available for educational activities and materials.46 Renting privately 

may be the only option for families who are not able to access social housing 

or own their own home. Private rental costs tend to be higher than social 
                                            
* The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an 
intergovernmental economic organisation with 35 member countries. 
† 1.2 times. 
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housing charges and a greater proportion of available housing does not meet 

Scottish Housing Quality Standards and, in general, is less energy efficient.47 

Poor housing can be stressful, in particular when there are worries about 

safety or struggles to have maintenance or repairs carried out. Many aspects 

may be outside the control of residents. Thus, poor housing may have an 

indirect effect on parental mental health.31  

 

3.1.2 Housing tenure 

Being able to buy the family home allows parents to have a greater choice of 

house location, size and quality.45 48 In a systematic review that assessed the 

evidence about the relationship between social characteristics and early 

childhood health and development outcomes in Europe, Pillas et al found that 

a lack of parental home ownership was associated with an increased risk of 

unintentional injury and asthma.16 Injury and illness are likely to affect 

attendance at school, and, as a result, potentially impact on educational 

outcomes. There is strong evidence that poor physical and mental health in 

adolescence is linked with poorer educational outcomes.15 49 

 

In Scotland, at the end of March 2018, nearly a third (31%) of households 

living in temporary accommodation provided by the local authority, after being 

accepted as ‘homeless’, were families with children or a pregnant member. 

From 2017 to 2018, there was a 9% increase in the numbers of children living 

in temporary accommodation. This is the fourth consecutive year that the 

numbers have increased.50 The wellbeing and educational outcomes of 

homeless children in the UK are not well documented.45 51 Studies from the 

USA suggest that homeless school-aged children are at increased risk of 

developing mental health and behavioural problems compared to children 

living in low-income and housed families.52 

 

Becoming and being homeless is likely to impact on children’s outcomes 

directly and indirectly in complex and inter-related ways.53 Children and young 

people’s mental health and wellbeing may be affected directly by the 

uncertainty of their circumstances and loss of familiar surroundings as well the 
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stigma associated with becoming homeless and living in temporary 

accommodation.54 Indirectly, the stress of becoming homeless can impact on 

parents’ mental health and, as a consequence, is likely to disrupt relationships 

between children and their parents55 (see section 4.1.2). Living in temporary 

accommodation can mean moving away from friends and families as well as 

changing school.54 Children and young people’s wellbeing and educational 

outcomes are likely to be affected by the disruption to peer support networks 

and to their education. More changes are likely if permanent housing is 

offered in another location54 (see section 3.1.3).  

 

3.1.3 Residential mobility 

There is review-level evidence that high rates of moving are independently 

associated with an increased risk of behavioural problems during childhood 

(e.g. indirect aggression, property offences) and adolescence (e.g. earlier 

initiation of drug use, increased risk of teenage pregnancy).56 57 As moving 

frequently is linked with family characteristics, such as poverty, 

unemployment, family disruption and single parenting, the relationship 

between frequent moves during childhood and adolescence and children’s 

outcomes is likely to be complex.56 57 The effects may depend on the 

underlying reasons for the move and whether the move involves a change of 

school or neighbourhood. Moving school and/or neighbourhood is liable to 

disrupt peer relationships and family support networks.57 Using information 

from the National Pupil Database in England, Leckie found that frequent 

moves were negatively associated with educational outcomes.58 Families 

living in private rented housing tend to be the most residentially mobile.59 

 

3.1.4 Overcrowding 

Living in overcrowded housing has been linked with lower educational 

attainment,18 perhaps as a result of more limited opportunities to play as well 

as a lack of a quiet space for homework and revision.60 In addition, it is 

possible that relationships within households may be adversely affected, 

potentially impairing a parent’s ability to parent their children in a warm and 
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supportive way.61 Overcrowding has been found to affect children and young 

people’s health by increasing the risk of injury, respiratory conditions and the 

spread of infectious disease,16 which is likely to reduce school attendance.62 A 

higher proportion of households living in the social and private rented sector 

were identified in the Scottish Housing Condition Survey as being 

overcrowded.47 

 

3.1.5 Cold homes 

Living in inadequately heated housing can impact on children and young 

people’s educational outcomes.63 64 65 66 In a longitudinal study of housing 

conditions and their associations with children’s wellbeing in England, children 

and young people living in houses without affordable heating were found to be 

more likely to develop respiratory problems than children who had never 

experienced cold homes.64 In homes without affordable heat, heating may be 

limited to one or two rooms such as the kitchen or living room. Thus, it may be 

difficult for a young person to have a quiet space for homework and revision.64 

Opportunities for children to play and young people to have privacy and 

personal space may be limited, potentially contributing to strained 

relationships between household members. In the above study, after taking 

into account background factors, adolescents who had lived for long periods 

in cold homes were found to be more likely to truant or be excluded from 

school.64 

 

3.2 Neighbourhood 

The physical environment of the neighbourhood in which children and young 

people live can influence educational outcomes.46 There is international 

review-level evidence that living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood is 

associated with poorer educational attainment.15 67 In the Effective Pre-

school, Primary and Secondary Education (3–16+) longitudinal study (EPPSE 

3–16+), neighbourhood disadvantage was found to influence educational 

attainment independently of the effect of the family’s socio-economic 
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position.3 Living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood increases the risk that 

children and young people will be exposed to adverse environmental factors 

such as air pollution and excessive noise.13 31 High-speed traffic may be more 

common and safe outdoor spaces, such as well-maintained greenspace, that 

children and young people can use to play and socialise, less widespread.68 

As a result, children and young people living in disadvantaged areas are more 

vulnerable to death and injury from road traffic accidents than those living in 

less deprived areas.69 70 71 

 

The presence of vacant and derelict land, graffiti and litter in the 

neighbourhood coupled with poor street lighting can increase feelings of 

vulnerability to crime and fears for children and young people’s safety.63 There 

is international review-level evidence that reduced neighbourhood safety and 

exposure to community violence is a significant risk factor for poor 

psychological and academic outcomes in adolescents.67 72 The range and 

quality of services and facilities such as childcare and recreational 

opportunities may also affect children’s outcomes.46 73 However, these 

findings were based on literature mainly from the USA, where experiences of 

neighbourhood safety and violence are likely to be different from Scotland. 

Therefore, the transferability of the findings to a Scottish context is not known.  

 

4. Social environment 

4.1 Family 

4.1.1 Home learning environment 

Children’s language development is important for later literacy.74 Socio-

economic gradients in the proportion of children experiencing language delay 

at five years have been reported in a number of studies. For example, in the 

GUS study, children from the most socio-economically deprived group were 

more than twice as likely to experience language delay compared to their 

most affluent peers.74 
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The home learning environment is an important influence on young children’s 

language development.4 The vast majority of words spoken by children before 

three years are derived from the vocabulary of their parents. Children living in 

low-income households may be exposed to a lesser variety and complexity of 

language,25 31 75 whereas more affluent families may be more likely to create 

opportunities for children to practise their language skills.74 Activities such as 

shared book reading, regular trips to libraries, parks and museums, having 

educational, age-appropriate toys and parental monitoring of television 

viewing have been found to be important for language development.4 74 

 

There is review-level evidence that the quality of the home learning 

environment is significantly associated with later literacy.76 It is possible that 

living in a low-income household may compromise parents’ capacity to 

provide a stimulating home learning environment.75 However, in the MCS, 

irrespective of their socio-economic position, equal numbers of parents 

reported taking part in activities such as singing songs and rhymes, telling 

stories and playing music with their young children.4 Nevertheless, mothers 

with no educational qualifications and mothers living in poverty were 

significantly less likely to report that they read regularly to their child at age 

three and five years.4 Shared book reading exposes children to a wider 

vocabulary and range of grammatical structures than they are likely to 

experience in everyday conversations with their parents.74 There is review-

level evidence that parents reading to their children in the early years is 

associated with positive educational outcomes.77 

 

The home learning environment continues to be important for children’s 

educational outcomes as they get older. In the EPPSE (3–16+) longitudinal 

study, children who were found to be doing better than expected based on 

their background characteristics at age 11 lived in homes where parents had 

encouraged learning by, for example, reading with them, taking part in joint 

activities such as cooking together and finding ways to provide a wide range 

of educational experiences outside of school.78 Even though the influence of 

the home learning environment weakens during adolescence, family support 
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for educational activities at Key Stage 3* was found to have strong effects on 

GCSE examination results.3 For working parents in low-income families, 

demands on time and energy such as long working hours and shift patterns 

as well as caring responsibilities may limit the resources available to provide 

support for their children’s learning.27 42 For example, irregular working hours 

can mean that parents are unable to commit to activities that take place on a 

set day and time.  

 

4.1.2 Relationships 

The relationship between children and young people and their parents may be 

key for educational outcomes.31 79 Using information from the MCS, Keirnan 

and Mensah examined the links between living in persistent poverty, quality of 

parenting and children’s development in the first year of school. Children who 

had been living in poverty at all three survey points were categorised as living 

in persistent poverty. Observations of individual positive and negative 

parenting behaviours when the child was three years old were used to 

construct a composite index of parenting. Overall, 61% of children who had 

not experienced living in poverty were assessed as having good achievement 

in the Foundation Stage profile.† In contrast, only 26% of those living in 

persistent poverty were assessed as having good achievement. In general, 

having a higher parenting index score increased the odds of having a good 

level of achievement. The differences for children living in persistent poverty 

were quite marked. Of those with a low parenting index score, 19% had good 

achievement, compared to 58% who had a high parenting index score.11 

Similarly, the quality and frequency of parent–child interactions in the early 

years was found to be positively associated with educational attainment at 

age 14 and 16 in the EPPSE (3–16+) study.80 

 

Living in poverty is stressful.23 24 73 Stress and mental health difficulties are 

likely to adversely affect the quality of parents’ relationships with their children 
                                            
* Key Stage 3 is the curriculum for pupils in Years 7–9 in England (equivalent to 
Secondary 1–3 in Scotland). 
† Assessment of children’s development achievement over first year of primary 
school carried out in England. 
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and their capacity to provide warm and supportive parenting (Figure 3).15 25 
75 81 Mental health difficulties may mean parents have fewer emotional 

resources available to support their children’s development and wellbeing.23 81 

For example, they may be less patient and tolerant of age-related 

misbehaviours.4 23 24 In addition, parents’ sense of efficacy to influence their 

child’s behaviour may be affected.15 There is review-level evidence that 

children’s cognitive, social and behavioural outcomes are negatively affected 

by parental stress23 24 and mental health difficulties.67 Social, emotional and 

behaviour problems including hyperactivity/inattention, conduct and peer-

relationship problems have been linked with poorer educational outcomes.4 18  

 

Figure 3: Family Stress model* 23 
 

 
 

Parenting styles contribute to children’s social, emotional and behavioural 

development. Warm, sensitive parenting supports the development of social 

competencies such as emotional regulation, attention control and pro-social 

behaviours, which have been linked with school success.4 Authoritative 

parenting, characterised by high levels of warmth and control with the 

establishment of appropriate boundaries and positive discipline,11 has been 

found to be associated with higher levels of academic achievement.15 82   

                                            
* Cooper and Stewart (2013), page 40 
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Strong family relationships and supportive parenting can help mitigate the 

adverse effects of living in disadvantaged circumstances.15 17 In the EPPSE 

(3–16+) study, the quality of parent–child interactions in the early years was 

found to have a significant positive effect on educational attainment at age 14 

and 16 years.80 Parents of children who were exceeding expectations based 

on their background characteristics, had set and reinforced high standards for 

their children’s behaviour.78 Similarly, in the Longitudinal Study of Young 

People in England study (LSYPE), after controlling for background family 

characteristics, factors that influenced whether a young person was more 

likely to do well included the time spent sharing family meals and the 

frequency they argued with their parents.83 

 

4.2 Aspirations 

In general, being ambitious to continue with learning after compulsory 

education finishes and go on to further or higher education and having career 

aspirations has been linked to better educational outcomes.84 A young 

person’s attitude and commitment to education is thought to be influenced by 

their aspirations and those of their parents.85 Children and young people who 

believe that they have the ability to achieve their goal and think that their 

success is due to their hard work rather than luck tend to have higher 

aspirations84 (Figure 4). In the LSYPE study, after controlling for family 

background characteristics, young people who had a greater belief in their 

ability at school as well as thinking outcomes were, in the main, the result of 

their own actions were more likely to do well at GCSE*.83 

 

  

                                            
* The General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) is an academic 
qualification, generally taken in a number of subjects by pupils at the end of Year 11 
(roughly the equivalent of Secondary 4 in Scotland) in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland.  



20 
 

Figure 4: Components of aspirations* 86 

 
 

Differences in aspirations has been suggested as one reason that educational 

outcomes of children living in disadvantaged circumstances differ from their 

more affluent peers.83 85 However, high aspirations for continuing on to higher 

education have been reported among parents and children across the 

spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds in a number of studies.83 85 87 88 For 

example, in the GUS study the majority of parents hoped that their young 

children would attend university or college in the future.87 89 Similarly, in the 

EPPSE (3–16+) study, aspirations for education beyond 16 years were high 

across all family income groups; only small differences in students’ 

educational aspirations by family income were found.85 

 
                                            
* Social Exclusion Task Force, page 10 
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Rather than an innate characteristic, aspirations are shaped by a broad range 

of influences including family, peers, neighbourhood, school and wider social 

factors which interact in complex ways.85 86 88 90 There is review-level 

evidence that children and young people who have parents with high 

expectations for their child’s educational and employment prospects are more 

likely to do well at school.77 82 The educational achievements of parents have 

been found to predict their aspirations for their children.77 87 Thus, better-

educated parents tend to have even higher ambitions for their children, 

possibly as a result of a better understanding of the opportunities available 

and how to achieve them.86 Children and young people’s ambitions for a 

certain career pathway are inclined to be influenced by the career choices 

made by family members and other important adults in their lives.86 The 

perspectives of the communities in which children and young people and their 

parents live help shape those aspirations along with the attitudes and beliefs 

of peer networks.86 Understandings of opportunities, and their associated 

boundaries, tend to be conveyed unconsciously and influence attitudes to 

learning.86 87 91 

 

Educational and career ambitions tend to change throughout childhood and 

adolescence, as a result of a growing understanding of what is possible and 

the opportunities available.84 In the LSYPE, aspirations for further education 

were found to become less between the age of 14 and 16 years, particularly 

among young people living in the most disadvantaged circumstances.83 

Similarly, in the EPPSE (3–16+) study, when young people aged 14 years 

were asked about whether they expected to apply to university, differences 

across the income brackets were obvious.85 As children become older, they 

are likely to become more aware of the financial and social challenges they 

face to reach their goals.84 86 In response, they may lower their aspirations to 

match their perception of more realistic options.84 Earlier decisions made 

about, for example, what subjects to study at school, can limit what is possible 

later on.84 
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4.3 Early learning and childcare 

Before children start formal schooling around the age of five years, many are 

cared for in non-parental early learning and childcare settings. In Scotland, 

more than 90% of children take up their entitlement to attend pre-school from 

the age of three years.* 92 Attending pre-school has been found to be 

associated with better educational outcomes.93 The quality of the early 

learning and childcare provision is also important.3 In the EPPSE (3–16+) 

study young people who had attended pre-school were more likely to achieve 

five A*–C grades at GCSE compared to those who had not attended.3 93 

Going to a high-quality pre-school was found to be associated with more 

positive effects than attending a low-quality establishment or not attending.3 

 

This topic is covered in more detail in two evidence reviews published by NHS 

Health Scotland. The first examines the impact of early learning and childcare 

provision on parents' outcomes. The second looks at the effect of the quality 

of early learning and childcare provision on children’s outcomes.  

 

4.4 School  

The social environment within schools may play a role in mediating the 

relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and 

educational outcomes.2 94 There is review-level evidence that children and 

young people who attend a school with a positive school climate† are more 

likely to achieve more than might be expected based on the socio-economic 

background of the pupil and school.94 Similarly, in the 2013/14 Health 

Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey in England, feeling 

                                            
* A pre-school education place is offered to all three- and four-year-olds as well as 
vulnerable two-year-olds.  
† School climate is a complex concept that is not well defined. (Berkowitz R, Moore 
H, Astor RA and Benbenishty R. A research synthesis of the associations between 
socioeconomic background, inequality, school climate and academic achievement. 
Review of Educational Research 2017; 87(2), 425–69.) The term is used to capture 
loosely related factors such as respectful and supportive relationships and feelings of 
safety, inclusiveness and fairness. (Kidger J, Araya R, Donovan J and Gunnell D. 
The effect of the school environment on the emotional health of adolescents: A 
systematic review. Pediatrics, 2012. 129(5), 925–49.)  

http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/provision-of-early-learning-and-childcare-and-parents-outcomes-an-evidence-brief
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-childcare-quality-childrens-outcomes
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connected to the school and teachers was found to be linked with a range of 

positive educational outcomes.95 The ratio of students to teachers was 

discovered to be significantly associated with perceptions of supportive 

teacher–student relationships; lower connectedness was reported when the 

number of students per teacher was higher.95 

 

The socio-economic background of the school intake is shaped by the 

affluence of the school catchment area. In general, schools with larger 

proportions of disadvantaged children and young people tend to have lower 

levels of attainment overall.96 In the PISA 2012 survey, on average across all 

the OECD countries taking part, a young person attending a disadvantaged 

school was 11 times more likely to be a low performer than a pupil attending 

an advantaged school, even after the socio-economic position of the 

individual’s family was taken into consideration.19 However, while having a 

higher proportion of children eligible for free school meals*  in a school tends 

to predict poorer educational performances,3 it is not inevitable. Audit 

Scotland found that some schools with higher number of pupils eligible for 

free school meals were performing similarly to schools with lower numbers,96 

which suggests that schools can make a difference.97 

 

Schools with a mainly disadvantaged catchment area may face additional 

discipline challenges. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are at 

increased risk of social, emotional and behavioural difficulties including 

hyperactivity, conduct and peer relationship problems.18 In Glasgow City, 

researchers found that the rates of seven-year-old children who had a likely 

social, emotional or behavioural difficulty, as measured by the Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), were more than three times greater for those 

living in the most deprived areas† compared to children living in the least 

disadvantaged areas.98 

                                            
* Families claiming certain social security entitlements are eligible to claim free school 
meals for their children. Eligibility for free school meals is often used as an indicator 
of a young person’s family socio-economic circumstances.  
† The measure of deprivation used in this study was the Glasgow Index of 
Multiple Deprivation, which is based on the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, but 
takes into account the relatively high levels of deprivation in Glasgow city. 
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Teachers’ assessment of school performance tends to be influenced by 

children’s behaviour.77 99 Thus, children who behave in ways that are in line 

with school rules and expectations are more likely to be marked higher.99 In 

addition, teachers’ preconceptions may influence the way they judge 

children’s performance.100 In the MCS, teachers’ assessments of reading and 

maths ability at age seven years was compared with children’s performance 

tested independently.20 Children from low-income families were less likely to 

be judged by teachers as being above average compared to their equally 

scoring peers from more affluent families.20 

 

5. Conclusion 
This paper has looked at how the circumstances in which children and young 

people live and learn contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes. This 

report has highlighted some of the challenges faced by children and young 

people living in low-income families that potentially hinder them from making 

the most of the opportunities offered by the education system. Parental 

income impacts on educational outcomes directly through the resources for 

learning available to children and young people and indirectly through its 

impact on parental mental health. However, many children and young people 

living in disadvantaged circumstances do well. Believing in their own ability 

and having parents that set high standards for behaviour and encourage 

learning by reading together as well as attending a school with a positive 

school climate have been identified as factors that can help mitigate the 

impact of living in a low-income household on educational outcomes. 

Nonetheless, education outcomes are not associated with any single 

characteristic of children and young people or their schools.19 Over time a 

combination and accumulation of experiences in and exposures to the social 

and physical environments in which they are born, live and learn can enhance 

or hinder their educational attainment.13 19 75 Parental income and education 

shape these environments.   



25 
 

5.1 Key findings 

• Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances 

do well. The quality of the social and physical environments that they 

experience as they grow up is key. A combination and accumulation of 

these experiences can enhance or hinder children and young people’s 

educational outcomes. Parental income and education shape the social 

and physical environments. 

• Parental income is important for educational outcomes. Lack of money 

can limit the availability of resources for learning as well as adversely 

affect the family social environment through the impact of financial 

vulnerability on parental mental health. Strong family relationships and 

supportive parenting can help mitigate the effects of living in 

disadvantaged circumstances on educational outcomes. 

• Lower educational attainment has been found to be associated with 

aspects of children and young people’s physical environment such as 

living in overcrowded housing, in an inadequately heated home and/or 

in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. Experience of food insecurity has 

been linked with poorer educational outcomes as well as emotional and 

behavioural problems. 

• High aspirations for continuing on to higher or further education have 

been reported among parents and children across the spectrum of 

socio-economic backgrounds. Rather than an innate characteristic, 

aspirations are shaped by a broad range of influences including family, 

neighbourhood, school and wider social factors which interact in 

complex ways.  

• The social environment within schools can play a role in mediating the 

relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and 

educational outcomes. Children and young people attending a school 

with a positive school climate have been found to do better than might 

be expected based on their socio-economic background.  
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5.2 Local positive actions 

Actions to tackle child poverty are twofold: 

• Approaches to maximise household resources  

• Strategies to mitigate and prevent the adverse effects of living in a low-

income household.  

 

The following section is based mainly on NHS Health Scotland evidence 

briefings published in the past six years and is not a comprehensive review of 

current evidence. More information about child poverty and adverse childhood 

experiences can be found on NHS Health Scotland’s website. The Evidence 

for Action briefings that accompany the Scottish Public Health Observatory’s 

(ScotPHO) health and wellbeing profiles give additional examples of positive 

action.  

 

• Work in partnership with children and young people, their parents, 

carers and other family members to formulate, implement and evaluate 

approaches that prevent and mitigate the impact of living in poverty.101 

For example, building on initiatives like the Cost of the School Day 

project in Glasgow and the 1 in 5: Raising Awareness of Child Poverty 

project in Edinburgh to improve the understanding of the causes and 

impact of child poverty, and to look at what changes education services 

and schools could make to remove cost barriers and better support 

children from low-income families so that they are able to participate 

fully in school.  

• Build on existing initiatives like Healthier Wealthier Children to develop 

comprehensive referral pathways that link welfare and money advice 

services with places, like schools, that parents of children and young 

people visit.102 Encourage and support parents/carers to apply for 

Healthy Start vouchers, free school meals, clothing grants and the 

Educational Maintenance Allowance.103 

• Work with local partners to improve the physical environment of 

children living in disadvantaged circumstances. Ensure families can 

access affordable high-quality housing that is energy efficient and 

http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities/fundamental-causes/poverty/child-poverty
http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/children/adverse-childhood-experiences
http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/children/adverse-childhood-experiences
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles/online-profiles-tool
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles/online-profiles-tool
http://www.cpag.org.uk/cost-school-day
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/info/20075/information_for_professionals/1729/child_poverty_resources
http://www.nhsggc.org.uk/your-health/campaigns/healthier-wealthier-children/
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affordable to heat.104 The Place Standard tool is one way that 

communities, public agencies and voluntary groups can find those 

aspects of a place that need to be targeted to improve people’s health, 

wellbeing and quality of life. Access to safe, high-quality indoor and 

outdoor spaces, free of charge, where children can play freely and 

confidently with their peers is important for healthy social, emotional 

and physical development.105 

• Support young children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development 

by providing support for maternal mental health. Flexible provision of 

high-quality affordable childcare103 106 can help mothers to access 

employment, training, education and skills development 

opportunities.103 107 

• Ensure that services and initiatives are planned and delivered in 

proportion to need.108 Children living in poverty do not necessarily live 

in areas of greatest deprivation classified by the SIMD*. Using a 

combination of both SIMD and eligibility for clothing grants and free 

school meals can help to identify children and young people eligible for 

initiatives targeted at children living in low-income households.103  

• Support the joint learning and development of professionals (e.g. 

midwives, health visitors, GPs, nursery workers, school nurses, and 

teachers) that are in contact with children and young people, their 

parents and carers to understand the impact of poverty on children’s 

health and wellbeing109 and ensure that they have the knowledge and 

skills to deliver services that are sensitive to inequalities.101 110 

 

  

                                            
* Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation.  

http://www.healthscotland.scot/tools-and-resources/the-place-standard-tool
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5.3 Further information 

• NHS Health Scotland: Health and wellbeing interventions in a school 

setting 

• NHS Health Scotland: Child Poverty 

• NHS Health Scotland: Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)  

• NHS Health Scotland e-learning: Child Poverty, Health and Wellbeing 

(free resource; requires registration) 

• National Parent Forum of Scotland: Cost of the School Day Toolkit for 

Parent Councils  

• Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland (CPAG): Resources for schools 

• Treanor MC. Actions to prevent and mitigate child poverty in 

community planning partnerships. Edinburgh: What Works Scotland; 

2017. 

• Children’s Parliament: “School should be a joyful place”: Learning and 

school life in Scotland. A Children’s Parliament Report. Edinburgh: 

Children’s Parliament, 2017. 

  

http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/health-and-wellbeing-interventions-in-a-school-setting
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/health-and-wellbeing-interventions-in-a-school-setting
http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities/fundamental-causes/poverty/child-poverty
http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/children/adverse-childhood-experiences
https://elearning.healthscotland.com/course/index.php?categoryid=132
https://www.npfs.org.uk/downloads/cost-of-the-school-day-parent-council-toolkit/
https://www.npfs.org.uk/downloads/cost-of-the-school-day-parent-council-toolkit/
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/resources-schools
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/WWSActionsToPreventAndMitigateChildPovertyAtLocalLevel.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/WWSActionsToPreventAndMitigateChildPovertyAtLocalLevel.pdf
https://www.childrensparliament.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/School-should-be-a-joyful-place-2016.pdf
https://www.childrensparliament.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/School-should-be-a-joyful-place-2016.pdf
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Appendix 1: Method 

Research question 

How do social determinants of health contribute to inequalities in educational 

outcomes (including attainment)? 

 

Search strategy 

The search strategy was developed in discussion with NHS Health Scotland’s 

Knowledge Services: 

 

#1 Aspir* or Involve* or Literate or literacy or numerate or numeracy or 

Non-cognitive or cognitive or test or exam* or score 

#2 attainment or Achievement or Outcome* or Perform* or Qualification* 

or Success* or Attend* or Absence or absent* or Engage* or engaging 

#3 Education* or School* or Learn* or Academic 

#4 Child* or Teen* or Adolescent or adolescence or Young people or 

Pupil* or student* 

#5 Income* or Socio-economic or Socioeconomic or SES or class or 

Poverty or Depriv* or Disadvantag* or Migrant or Immigrant* or poor or 

ethnic* or race or asylum or minority 

#6 #1 or #2 

#7 #3 and #4 and #5 and #6  

 

In order to make sure that the volume of literature identified was manageable 

in the time frame available for this review, the search was limited to finding the 

terms in the title and abstract. In addition, electronic database searches were 

limited to peer-reviewed papers published in English from 2007 onwards.  

 

Using these search terms, the following health and education electronic 

databases were searched:  

Medline, Embase, ASSIA, IBSS, Psych Articles, Public Health Database, 

PsychINFO, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, Sociological 
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Abstracts, ERIC, British Education Index, Child Development & Adolescent 

Studies, Education Abstracts, Professional Development Collection, Teacher 

Reference Center, Australian Education Index. 

 

In addition, the search terms were used in ‘Google Advanced’ search engine 

to find any potentially relevant reports not published in the peer-reviewed 

literature. Further studies and papers were identified by examining the 

reference lists of relevant articles identified by the search. The primary focus 

was on reviews and longitudinal studies that examined the relationship 

between the circumstances that children and young people were born, grew 

up and lived in and their educational outcomes. 

 

Selection process 

The titles and abstracts were screened for potential inclusion. If studies 

reported an aspect of the circumstances of school-aged children and/or young 

people and reported an educational outcome, they were selected for further 

consideration. In addition, studies that reported measures of cognitive 

development around the age that children start school were included. In order 

that this review was as relevant as possible to the Scottish context, the focus 

of the longitudinal studies were those based in the United Kingdom (details in 

appendix 2). 

  

Main study types 

A systematic review is a form of research that attempts to collect all the 

relevant evidence to address a specific question or topic. Researchers use 

explicit and transparent methods to perform a thorough literature search and 

appraisal of the quality of individual studies. The findings are brought together 

so that conclusions about what is known and not known about a given 

question or topic can be drawn. Using evidence from systematic reviews 

reduces the risk that findings from individual studies are atypical and/or 
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biased. Thus, when review-level evidence is available, and has been carried 

out well, we can have greater confidence about the reliability of the findings. 

  

A longitudinal study follows a group of individuals over a period of time, 

collecting information from the same people on more than one occasion. 
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Appendix 2: Descriptions of studies 
The Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), also known 

as Children of the 90s, is a birth cohort study, charting the health of 14,500 

families in the Bristol area. 

 

The Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (3–16+) (EPPSE 

3–16+) looked at the effectiveness of early years education. More than 3,000 

children were recruited from 141 pre-school settings located in six local 

authority areas in England and assessed at the start of pre-school (at 

approximately 3 years old). Their development was monitored as they entered 

school until they made their post-16 education, training or employment 

choices. Children were assessed at the start of the study and on entering 

school at primary ages 6, 7, 10 and 11 and secondary ages 14 and 16. A 

sample of children with no pre-school experience was used as a comparison 

to the main study. 

 

The Growing Up in Scotland (GUS) is a longitudinal research study, tracking 

the lives of children and their families in Scotland from the early years, 

through childhood and beyond. The study consists of three groups: Birth 

cohort 1 which consists of about 5,000 children born between June 2004 and 

May 2005; Birth cohort 2 which consists of about 6,000 children born between 

March 2010 and February 2011, and a child cohort which consists of about 

3,000 children born between June 2002 and May 2003. Birth cohort 1 had 

information collected annually from the age of 10 months until they were 

about 6 years old and then every 2 years until they started secondary school. 

Birth cohort 2 had information collected when the children were 10 months, 

almost 3 years and almost 5 years. Further data collection has not been 

confirmed. The child cohort had information collected four times between the 

age of almost 3 years and almost 6 years. There are no plans to collect 

further information from this cohort.

 

 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research/featured-research/effective-pre-school-primary-secondary-education-project
https://growingupinscotland.org.uk/
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The Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC) study is a cross-

sectional survey which examines young people’s wellbeing, health behaviours 

and their social context. It is conducted in 44 countries and regions in Europe 

and North America, including Scotland, every 4 years. Information is collected 

from Primary 7, Secondary 2 and Secondary 4 pupils. In each country, about 

1,500–2,000 young people in each age group take part.*  

 

The Longitudinal Study of Young People in England  (LSYPE), also known as 

Next Steps, follows the lives of around 16,000 people born in 1989–90. The 

study began in 2004, when the cohort members were aged 13–14, and has 

collected information about their education and employment, economic 

circumstances, family life, physical and emotional health and wellbeing, social 

participation and attitudes. The Next Steps data has also been linked to 

National Pupil Database (NPD) records, which include the cohort members’ 

individual scores at Key Stage 2, 3 and 4. 

 

The Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) is a research project following the lives of 

around 19,000 children born in the UK (about 2,000 born in Scotland) in 

2000–01. The study has been tracking children through their early childhood 

years and plans to follow them into adulthood. It collects information on the 

children’s siblings and parents. MCS’s field of enquiry covers diverse topics 

such as parenting; childcare; school choice; child behaviour and cognitive 

development; child and parental health; parents’ employment and education; 

income and poverty; housing, neighbourhood and residential mobility; and 

social capital and ethnicity. 

 

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a worldwide 

study carried out by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) every 3 years of 15-year-old school pupils’ scholastic 

performance on mathematics, science, and reading. Its aim is to provide 

comparable data with a view to enabling countries to improve their education 

                                            
* Child and Adolescent Health Research Unit. Scottish Health Behaviour in School-
aged Children (HBSC) Study. Available at: http://cahru.org/research/hbsc-scotland. 
Accessed 15/01/18. 

http://www.hbsc.org/
http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/page.aspx?&sitesectionid=1246&sitesectiontitle=Welcome+to+the+Longitudinal+Study+of+Young+People+in+England+
http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/page.aspx?sitesectionid=851
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/
http://cahru.org/research/hbsc-scotland
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policies and outcomes. Around 3,000 pupils in Scotland took part in the 

survey carried out in 2015. 
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This paper is one of an occasional series which explores topics of current interest and provides an introduction to concepts and current thinking. The purpose is to give the reader an understanding of how the circumstances in which children and young people are born, grow up and learn contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes. 



[bookmark: _Toc515284306]Key messages

Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances do well. The quality of the social and physical environments that they experience as they grow up is key. A combination and accumulation of these experiences can enhance or hinder children and young people’s educational outcomes. Parental income and education shape the social and physical environments. 

Parental income is important for educational outcomes. Lack of money can limit the availability of resources for learning as well as adversely affect the family social environment through the impact of financial vulnerability on parental mental health. Strong family relationships and supportive parenting can help mitigate the effects of living in disadvantaged circumstances on educational outcomes.

Lower educational attainment has been found to be associated with aspects of children and young people’s physical environment such as living in overcrowded housing, in an inadequately heated home and/or in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. Experience of food insecurity has been linked with poorer educational outcomes as well as emotional and behavioural problems.

High aspirations for continuing on to higher or further education have been reported among parents and children across the spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds. Rather than an innate characteristic, aspirations are shaped by a broad range of influences including family, neighbourhood, school and wider social factors which interact in complex ways. 

The social environment within schools can play a role in mediating the relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and educational outcomes. Children and young people attending a school with a positive school climate have been found to do better than might be expected based on their socio-economic background.



[bookmark: _Toc515284307]1. Introduction

[bookmark: _Ref514924517][bookmark: _Ref514923657][bookmark: _Ref514925105]Educational attainment influences employment opportunities and income in adulthood. People with lower levels of education are less likely to have access to resources important for health such as social support, a healthy physical environment and warm, safe housing. Poor educational attainment has been linked with increased rates of death and illness in adults for a wide range of health conditions.[endnoteRef:1] Children and young people with parents who have lower educational attainment are less likely to do well at school than their peers with better-educated parents.[endnoteRef:2] [endnoteRef:3] [endnoteRef:4] [1:  Higgins C, Lavin T and Metcalfe O. Health Impacts of Education: A Review. Dublin: Institute of Public Health in Ireland; 2008.
]  [2:  Department for Children, Schools and Families. Deprivation and Education. The Evidence on Pupils in England, Foundation Stage to Key Stage 4. London: Department for Children, Schools and Families; 2009.
]  [3:  Sylva K, Melhuish E, Sammons,P et al. Students' Educational and Developmental Outcomes at Age 16. Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE 3–16) Project. Research Report. London: Department of Education; 2014.
]  [4:  Hartas D. The ecology of young children's behaviour and social competence: Child characteristics, socio-economic factors and parenting. Oxford Review of Education 2011; 37(6), 763–83. 
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514923209][bookmark: _Ref514923704][bookmark: _Ref514923282]In general, children living in poverty[footnoteRef:1] have lower educational outcomes compared to those from more affluent families.[endnoteRef:5] [endnoteRef:6] [endnoteRef:7] While these associations are not unique to the UK, differences in Scotland are marked, starting before children begin school and persisting throughout.6 In the Growing Up in Scotland study (GUS), children from low-income families were about 13 months behind in vocabulary skills and 10 months behind in problem-solving skills at school entry compared to their more affluent peers.[endnoteRef:8] Likewise, in the 2016 Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy, the proportion of Primary 4 children who were assessed as doing well or very well in reading ranged from 67% in the most deprived areas to 85% in the least deprived areas (Figure 1).[endnoteRef:9] Similar patterns were seen for writing, listening and talking9 and numeracy.[endnoteRef:10]  [1:  Poverty is a lack of income (either in absolute terms or relative to the rest of the population), with the most common threshold defined as having an income below 60% of median income. (NHS Health Scotland. Income, Wealth and Poverty. Inequality Briefing 8 Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2017.)   ]  [5:  West A. Poverty and educational achievement: Why do children from low-income families tend to do less well at school? Benefits 2007; 15(3), 283–97. 
]  [6:  Sosu E and Ellis S. Closing the Attainment Gap in Scottish Education. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2014.
]  [7:  Durlak JA, Weissberg RP, Dymnicki AB et al. The impact of enhancing students' social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. Child Development 2011; 82(1), 405–32.
]  [8:  Bradshaw P. Growing Up in Scotland: Changes in Child Cognitive Ability in the Pre-School Years. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2011.
]  [9:  Scottish Government. Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 2016 (Literacy) Supplementary Table. 2017. Available at: www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/05/7872/downloads. Accessed 11/6/18.
]  [10:  Scottish Government. Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 2015 (Numeracy) – tables and charts. 2016. Available at: www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/downloads. Accessed 11/6/18.
] 




Figure 1: Proportion of pupils performing well or very well in reading by stage and deprivation category9



[image: The x-axis presents the different stages of schooling that reading performance was assessed (primary 4, primary 7 and secondary 2). The y-axis shows the percentage of pupils performing well or very well in reading. A key indicates the level of area deprivation (most deprived, middle, least deprived). The graph illustrates that the percentage of children who are performing well or very well in reading increases as level of area deprivation decreases. The pattern is repeated at each stage of schooling.]



[bookmark: _Ref514927145][bookmark: _Ref514923556][bookmark: _Ref514926005][bookmark: _Ref514925264][bookmark: _Ref514925491][bookmark: _Ref514927438][bookmark: _Ref514923763][bookmark: _Ref514925332]Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances do well.[endnoteRef:11] The quality of the social and physical environments that children experience, and are exposed to, is key.[endnoteRef:12] [endnoteRef:13] [endnoteRef:14] These environments interact with the broader structural, economic, political and cultural environment in complex ways to influence educational outcomes.12 [endnoteRef:15] [endnoteRef:16] [endnoteRef:17] [endnoteRef:18] Thus, even though family characteristics, such as parental income and education, do not necessarily determine children and young people’s educational outcomes, they shape the environments in which children and young people live and learn.[endnoteRef:19] [11:  Kiernan KE and Mensah FK. Poverty, family resources and children's early education attainment; the mediating role of parenting. British Educational Research Journal 2011; 37(2), 317–36.
]  [12:  Dyson A, Hertzman C, Roberts H et al. Childhood Development, Education and Health Inequalities. Task Group Report to the Strategic Review of Health Inequalities in England Post 2010 (Marmot Review). London: University College London; 2009.
]  [13:  Moore TG, McDonald M, Carlon L and O'Rourke K. Early childhood development and the social determinants of health inequities. Health Promotion International 2015; 30(Suppl. 2), ii102–115.
]  [14:  Letourneau NL, Duffett-Leger L, Levac L et al. Socio-economic status and child development: A meta-analysis. Journal of Emotional and Behavioural Disorders 2011; 21(3), 211–24. 
]  [15:  Viner RM, Ozer EM, Denny S et al. Adolescence and the social determinants of health. Lancet 2012; 379, 1641–52. 
]  [16:  Pillas D, Marmot M, Naicker K et al. Social inequalities in early childhood health and development: A European-wide systematic review. Pediatric Research 2014; 76(5), 418–24.
]  [17:  Duckworth K. The Influence of Context on Attainment in Primary School. Interactions between Children, Family and School Contexts. London: Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning; 2008.
]  [18:  Connelly R, Sullivan A and Jerrim J. Primary and Secondary Education and Poverty Review. London: Centre for Longitudinal Studies, University of London; 2014. 
]  [19:  OECD. Low-Performing Students: Why they fall behind and how to help them succeed, PISA. Paris: OECD Publishing; 2016.
] 




This paper begins by looking at the influence of family characteristics on educational outcomes. The following sections discuss how physical and social environments can shape the educational achievements of children and young people (Figure 2). While these contributing factors are, for clarity, explored separately, they are inherently related. Advantages or disadvantages tend to accumulate for individual children and young people.3 12 For example, parents with lower educational attainment are more likely to earn a lower income. Income influences the type and location of housing that families can access, which in turn determines the physical environment of the neighbourhood. The social environment within the home may be adversely affected by the stress experienced by parents living on a low income. The overarching influence of the broader structural and political factors is outside the scope of this review. More information about socio-economic inequalities can be found on NHS Health Scotland’s website at www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities. The final section of this paper summarises the key findings and offers suggestions for positive actions at a local level. 



Figure 2: Influences shaping educational outcomes

[image: ]



[bookmark: _Ref514923789]The primary focus of this paper is children and young people’s educational outcomes, with an emphasis on income-related differences. However, healthy social and emotional development in childhood and adolescence has been shown to be positively associated with better educational outcomes.7 In addition, children’s cognitive and language development in the early years is important for future educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:20] With this in mind, studies that reported social and emotional wellbeing or measures of cognitive development around the age that children start school were considered for inclusion in this report. The sources of information for this review were, primarily, papers reporting UK-based longitudinal studies and relevant international reviews. The method used to identify papers for this review is detailed in appendix 1. Descriptions of the included longitudinal studies can be found in appendix 2. [20:  Schoon I, Jones E, Cheng H and MaughanB. Family hardship, family instability and cognitive development. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 2012; 66, 716–22.
] 




[bookmark: _Toc515284308]2. Family characteristics

2.1 Income

[bookmark: _Ref514923790][bookmark: _Ref514924380][bookmark: _Ref514923854][bookmark: _Ref514924353]Parental income is important for educational outcomes.18 [endnoteRef:21] There is strong consistent evidence that links growing up and living in poverty with poorer educational outcomes.18 20 21 [endnoteRef:22] [endnoteRef:23] [endnoteRef:24] However, whether income impacts on educational outcomes directly or indirectly via factors, such as maternal age, lone parenthood or parental education, which are associated with low income, has been a subject of debate.21 23 In a systematic review[footnoteRef:2] which looked at the pathways between low income and children’s outcomes, Cooper & Stewart found that a family’s income affects how well their child does at school.23 24 Likewise, using information from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), researchers found that, after controlling for other family background characteristics, living in poverty had independent adverse impacts on children’s cognitive development.22 The effect was greater for children who had experienced persistent poverty.[footnoteRef:3] 20 22 [21:  Raffo C, Dyson A, Gunter H et al. Education and poverty: Mapping the terrain and making the links to educational policy. International Journal of Inclusive Education 2009; 13(4), 341–58. 
]  [22:  Dickerson A and Popli GK. Persistent poverty and children's cognitive development: Evidence from the UK Millennium Cohort Study. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society. Statistics in Society Series A 2016; 179(2), 535–58.
]  [23:  Cooper K and Stewart K. Does Money Affect Children's Outcomes? A Systematic Review. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2013. 
]  [24:  Cooper K and Stewart K. Does Money Affect Children's Outcomes? An Update. CASE/203 London: Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion, London School of Economics; 2017.
]  [2:  A systematic review is a form of research that attempts to collect all the relevant evidence to address a specific question or topic. Researchers use explicit and transparent methods to perform a thorough literature search and critical appraisal of individual studies. The findings are brought together so that conclusions about what is known and not known about a given question or topic can be drawn. Using evidence from systematic reviews reduces the risk that findings from individual studies are atypical and/or biased. Thus, when review-level evidence is available, and has been carried out well, we can have greater confidence about the reliability of the findings.  ]  [3:  In MCS, families with an equalised net household income (household size and composition) less than 60% of the national median income at each of three data collection points were considered to be living in persistent poverty.] 




[bookmark: _Ref514924811]Income can impact on educational outcomes directly through parents’ ability to pay for resources such as good quality housing and childcare as well as age-appropriate educational toys and extra-curricular activities.2 18 23 [endnoteRef:25] Parents on higher incomes are able to help their children and young people to access good quality schools by paying for private schooling or buying a house in a catchment area of a ‘good’ school. In addition, they are able to afford to supplement school teaching with private tuition or buy educational resources such as revision guides and specimen examination papers.18 [25:  Engle P and Black M. The effect on poverty on child development and educational outcomes. Annals of the New York Academy of Science 2008; 1136, 243–56.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514924634][bookmark: _Ref514924623]Even though universal education is provided free in Scotland,18 21 attending school has financial costs. Not only is money needed to buy essential items for school, such as school uniform, it enables the provision of equipment and activities, outside the classroom, that are supportive of positive educational outcomes.23 For example, higher income families are more able to provide home computers and internet access that can be used to undertake homework, revision and independent study.[endnoteRef:26] In secondary school, the likely financial costs of certain subjects such as money for ingredients in Home Economics or artist materials in Art and Design may influence a young person’s choice of subject to study.[endnoteRef:27] Young people from low-income families may miss out on new experiences if they are unable to afford the costs of school and subject-specific field trips.27 Transport costs may deter young people from attending after-school or holiday revision sessions, as school transport tends to be provided at set times at the beginning and end of the school day.26 School transport policies tend to allocate free transport to and from school on the basis of the distance the young person lives from school rather than their ability to pay.27 [26:  Glasgow Centre for Population Health. Learning from the Cost of the School Day Project. Briefing Paper 49 Glasgow: Glasgow Centre for Population Health; 2016.
]  [27:  Spencer S. The Cost of the School Day. Glasgow: Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland; 2015.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514924717][bookmark: _Ref514924748]Parents with higher incomes are more able to pay for broader learning opportunities outside school. By linking information from the MCS with attainment at Key Stage 1 and 2[footnoteRef:4], Chanfreau et al examined whether taking part in out-of-school activities when at primary school was linked with educational outcomes by the end of primary schooling. Overall, after taking into account factors such as previous levels of attainment, participating in out-of-school activities such as organised physical activities and sports club attendance was associated with positive educational outcomes. Time spent reading as an informal out-of-school activity was positively associated with greater attainment at Key Stage 2.[endnoteRef:28] In this study, children from low-income households were markedly less likely to take part in organised out-of-school activities.28 [endnoteRef:29] Nonetheless, attending an after-school club was found to be associated with Key Stage 2 attainment. Compared to disadvantaged children who had never attended an after-school club, children who attended one or two days per week were more likely to have made better progress than was expected based on their circumstances and previous attainment.28 29 However, the type and quality of activities provided in the after-school clubs may be an important factor for progress. In this study, it is not known what activities the children took part in at the after-school clubs. Many out-of-school activities require financial resources to pay for admission, tuition and/or special clothing and equipment. There may also be hidden costs such as paying for transport home after school hours.26 Unable to join their peers taking part in extra-curricular activities, children from low-income households can feel excluded.[endnoteRef:30] [4:  National exams sat by pupils in England at the end of Year 2 (equivalent of Primary 3 in Scotland) and at the end of Year 6 (equivalent of Primary 7 in Scotland) respectively.]  [28:  Chanfreau J, Tanner E, Callanan M et al. Out of School Activities during Primary School and KS2 Attainment. Working paper 2016/1 London: Centre for Longitudinal Studies, UCL Institute of Education; 2016.
]  [29:  Tanner E, Chanfreau J, Callanan M et al. Can Out of School Activities Close the Education Gap? Briefing Paper 4. London: NatCen Social Research; 2016. 
]  [30:  Treanor M. Financial Vulnerability, Mothers’ Emotional Distress and Child Wellbeing. Research Briefing 81. Edinburgh: Centre for Research on Families and Relationships; 2016.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514925451]As well as directly impacting on children’s education outcomes, parental income may impact indirectly through the effect of financial vulnerability on parents’ mental health, which, in turn, may compromise their capacity to parent their children in a warm and supportive way.18 23 24 25 [endnoteRef:31] This is discussed in more detail in section 4.1.2. [31:  Evans G and Kim P. Childhood poverty, chronic stress, self-regulation and coping. Child Development Perspectives 2013; 7(1), 43–8. 
] 




2.1.1 Diet and nutrition 

Poor diet and nutrition has been linked with poorer academic, social and emotional development in children and young people.[endnoteRef:32] Diets deficient in essential vitamins and minerals such as iron and B vitamins may affect an individual’s ability to concentrate and pay attention in the classroom. In addition, a poor diet may leave children and young people more susceptible to illness, reducing time in the classroom through absenteeism.[endnoteRef:33] [32:  Storey HC, Pearce C, Ashfield-Watt P et al. A randomized controlled trial of the effect of school food and dining room modifications on classroom behaviour in secondary school children. European Journal of Clinical Nutrition 2011; 65, 32–8.
]  [33:  Belot M and James J. Healthy school meals and educational outcomes. Journal of Health Economics 2011; 30, 489–504. 
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514924928][bookmark: _Ref514924947][bookmark: _Ref514924965]There is review-level[footnoteRef:5] evidence that regular breakfast consumption[endnoteRef:34] [endnoteRef:35] and eating a healthy diet34 [endnoteRef:36] is linked with better educational outcomes.34 35 In addition, regular consumption of energy-dense nutrient-poor food has been linked with poorer in-class behaviour and educational outcomes.36 In the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children study (ALSPAC), a reported ‘junk food’ dietary pattern, characterised by consumption of high-fat processed foods, snack foods high in fat and/or sugar and fizzy drinks at age three years was found to be associated with lower results at national Key Stage 2 tests. Although the association was small, it remained even after confounding factors such as socio-economic position were taken into account.[endnoteRef:37] [5:  Review-level evidence is a term used to describe evidence that has been taken from the findings of one or more systematic reviews.]  [34:  Burrows T, Goldman S, Pursey K and Lim R. Is there an association between dietary intake and academic achievement? A systematic review. Journal of Human Nutrition and Dietetics 2017; 30, 117–40. 
]  [35:  Adolphus K, Lawton CL and Dye L. The effects of breakfast on behavior and academic performance in children and adolescents. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 2013; 7(425), 1–28.
]  [36:  Chan HSK, Knight C and Nicholson M. Association between dietary intake and ‘school-valued’ outcomes: A scoping review. Health Education Research 2017; 32(1), 48–57.
]  [37:  Feinstein L, Sabates R, Sorhaindo A et al. Dietary patterns related to attainment in school: The importance of early eating patterns. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 2008; 62, 734–40.
] 




Families on a low income spend a greater proportion of their income on food than higher-income households, even though the actual amount spent is less. In the Living Costs and Food Survey 2015/6, households with the 10% lowest incomes spent 17% of their total expenditure on food and non-alcoholic drinks compared to 8% for households with the highest 10% of incomes.[endnoteRef:38] There is review-level evidence that experience of food insecurity[footnoteRef:6] is associated with poorer educational outcomes as well as children’s emotional and behavioural problems. This association remained even after families’ socio-economic position was taken into consideration. However, once maternal mental health symptoms were taken into account, the association weakened.[endnoteRef:39]
 [38:  Office for National Statistics. Family Spending in the UK: Financial Year Ending March 2016. London: Office for National Statistics; 2017. 
]  [6:  ‘The inability to acquire or consume an adequate or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so.’ (NHS Health Scotland. Position Statement on Food Poverty. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2015.) ]  [39:  Shankar P, Chung R and Frank DA. Association of food insecurity with children's behavioural, emotional and academic outcomes: A systematic review. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics 2017; 38, 135–50. 
] 


2.2 Parental education

Linked to parental income, parental education has been found to be independently strongly associated with children’s outcomes.2 3 4 [endnoteRef:40] [endnoteRef:41] The length of time spent in education and academic achievement can influence the way that parents interact with their children, the type of activities they encourage, as well as the attitudes and values expressed about learning.4 Thus, it is possible that higher parental educational attainment can modify the effects of living in a low-income household.4 25 For example, educated parents are more likely to read for pleasure, which has been found to be positively associated with educational outcomes. Children may be encouraged to read by following their parents’ example.18 In addition, if parents are more articulate, they may be able to access information and make more effective use of public services.25 [40:  Buckingham J, Wheldell K and Beaman-Wheldall R. Why poor children are more likely to become poor readers: The school years. Australian Journal of Education 2013; 57(3), 190–213. 
]  [41:  Dearden L, Sibieta L and Sylva K. The socio-economic gradient in early child outcomes: Evidence from the millennium cohort study. Longitudinal and Life Course Studies 2011; 2(1), 19–40. 
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514925247]Familiarity with the education system may mean higher-educated parents are more able to help their children find their way around.18 [endnoteRef:42] For example, more educated parents may be more able to guide their children’s decisions about subjects to study in secondary school, which, in turn, are likely to affect future options for further or higher education and employment.18 42 In addition, they are more likely to be able to provide support for their children’s learning through their connections to people who can inspire, provide information and help with the provision of opportunities for educational or employment experiences.2 15 21 23  [42:  Ball SJ. New class inequalities in education: Why education policy may be looking in the wrong place! Education policy, civil society and social class. International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 2010; 30(3/4), 155–66.
] 




2.3 Family structure

Family structure, such as living in a single or two-parent household, can shape educational outcomes. However, there is inconsistent evidence that family structure independently impacts on educational outcomes. Instead, the effect may be accounted for by the poverty experienced by single parents.20 In the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2012 survey,[footnoteRef:7] on average across the OECD countries[footnoteRef:8] taking part, after taking into account family characteristics such as socio-economic position, students living in single-parent families were marginally[footnoteRef:9] more likely to be low performers in maths.19 However, in the MCS, family structure and instability were not found to have any significant associations with cognitive ability after other family background characteristics were taken into account.20 One reason for the differences between these two studies may be the ages of the study populations. The PISA survey tests 15-year-old students, whereas, in the MCS, children were assessed when they were 5 years. It is possible that the relative influence of living in a single-parent household may depend on the age of child or young person as well as the length of time spent in those circumstances. However, overall, the effect is liable to be small. [7:  See appendix 2.]  [8:  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an intergovernmental economic organisation with 35 member countries.]  [9:  1.2 times.] 




[bookmark: _Toc515284309]3. Physical environment

3.1 Housing

Poor housing conditions can affect children and young people’s health and development directly or more indirectly by their effect on parents’ mental health and, as a consequence, their capacity to parent in a warm and supportive way (see section 4.1.2). Aspects of housing such as housing tenure, residential mobility, overcrowding and living in cold homes have been linked with children and young people’s outcomes.[endnoteRef:43] [endnoteRef:44] [43:  Leventhal T and Newman S. Housing and child health. Child and Youth Services Review 2010; 32, 1165–74.
]  [44:  Ormandy D. Housing and child health. Paediatrics and Child Health 2013; 24(3), 115–7. 
] 




3.1.1 Housing affordability

[bookmark: _Ref514925464][bookmark: _Ref514925959][bookmark: _Ref514925840]A significant proportion of a household’s regular expenditure is accounted for by housing costs.[endnoteRef:45] The costs of housing may dictate the amount of income that is available for educational activities and materials.[endnoteRef:46] Renting privately may be the only option for families who are not able to access social housing or own their own home. Private rental costs tend to be higher than social housing charges and a greater proportion of available housing does not meet Scottish Housing Quality Standards and, in general, is less energy efficient.[endnoteRef:47] Poor housing can be stressful, in particular when there are worries about safety or struggles to have maintenance or repairs carried out. Many aspects may be outside the control of residents. Thus, poor housing may have an indirect effect on parental mental health.31  [45:  Tunstall R, Bevan M, Bradshaw J et al. Housing and Poverty: An Evidence Review. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2013.
]  [46:  Dockery AM, Ong R, Colquhoun S et al. Housing and Children's Development and Wellbeing: Evidence from Australian Data. AHURI Final Report No. 201 Melbourne: Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute; 2013. 
]  [47:  Scottish Government. Scottish House Condition Survey: 2016 Key Findings. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2017.
] 




3.1.2 Housing tenure

Being able to buy the family home allows parents to have a greater choice of house location, size and quality.45 [endnoteRef:48] In a systematic review that assessed the evidence about the relationship between social characteristics and early childhood health and development outcomes in Europe, Pillas et al found that a lack of parental home ownership was associated with an increased risk of unintentional injury and asthma.16 Injury and illness are likely to affect attendance at school, and, as a result, potentially impact on educational outcomes. There is strong evidence that poor physical and mental health in adolescence is linked with poorer educational outcomes.15 [endnoteRef:49] [48:  Gibson M, Petticrew M, Bambra C et al. Housing and health inequalities: A synthesis of systematic reviews of interventions aimed at different pathways linking housing and health. Health & Place 2011; 17, 175–84. 
]  [49:  Hale DR, Bevilacqua L and Viner RM. Adolescent health and adult education and employment: A systematic review. Pediatrics 2015; 136(1), 128–40.
] 




In Scotland, at the end of March 2018, nearly a third (31%) of households living in temporary accommodation provided by the local authority, after being accepted as ‘homeless’, were families with children or a pregnant member. From 2017 to 2018, there was a 9% increase in the numbers of children living in temporary accommodation. This is the fourth consecutive year that the numbers have increased.[endnoteRef:50] The wellbeing and educational outcomes of homeless children in the UK are not well documented.45 [endnoteRef:51] Studies from the USA suggest that homeless school-aged children are at increased risk of developing mental health and behavioural problems compared to children living in low-income and housed families.[endnoteRef:52] [50:  Scottish Government. Homelessness in Scotland: 2017–2018. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2018. 
]  [51:  Editorial. Homeless people – their health and their children’s health. The Lancet Public Health 2017; 2, e529.
]  [52:  Bassuk EI, Richard MK and Tsertsvadze A. The prevalence of mental illness in homeless children: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 2015; 54(2), 86–96.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514925643][bookmark: _Ref506272719]Becoming and being homeless is likely to impact on children’s outcomes directly and indirectly in complex and inter-related ways.[endnoteRef:53] Children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing may be affected directly by the uncertainty of their circumstances and loss of familiar surroundings as well the stigma associated with becoming homeless and living in temporary accommodation.[endnoteRef:54] Indirectly, the stress of becoming homeless can impact on parents’ mental health and, as a consequence, is likely to disrupt relationships between children and their parents[endnoteRef:55] (see section 4.1.2). Living in temporary accommodation can mean moving away from friends and families as well as changing school.54 Children and young people’s wellbeing and educational outcomes are likely to be affected by the disruption to peer support networks and to their education. More changes are likely if permanent housing is offered in another location54 (see section 3.1.3).  [53:  Scottish Government Communities Analytical Services. A Thematic Review of Literature on the Relationship between Housing, Neighbourhoods and Schools. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2010. 
]  [54:  Children in Scotland. Homeless, Not Hopeless: How Small Changes can make a Big Difference in the Quality of Education for Homeless Students. Edinburgh: Children in Scotland; 2012. 
]  [55:  Leng G. The Impact of Homelessness on Health. A Guide for Local Authorities. London: Local Government Association; 2017. 
] 




3.1.3 Residential mobility

[bookmark: _Ref514925696][bookmark: _Ref514925697]There is review-level evidence that high rates of moving are independently associated with an increased risk of behavioural problems during childhood (e.g. indirect aggression, property offences) and adolescence (e.g. earlier initiation of drug use, increased risk of teenage pregnancy).[endnoteRef:56] [endnoteRef:57] As moving frequently is linked with family characteristics, such as poverty, unemployment, family disruption and single parenting, the relationship between frequent moves during childhood and adolescence and children’s outcomes is likely to be complex.56 57 The effects may depend on the underlying reasons for the move and whether the move involves a change of school or neighbourhood. Moving school and/or neighbourhood is liable to disrupt peer relationships and family support networks.57 Using information from the National Pupil Database in England, Leckie found that frequent moves were negatively associated with educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:58] Families living in private rented housing tend to be the most residentially mobile.[endnoteRef:59] [56:  Brown D, Benezeval M, Gayle V et al. Childhood residential mobility and health in late adolescence and adulthood: Findings from the west of Scotland twenty-07 study. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 2012; 66, 942–50. 
]  [57:  Jelleyman T and Spencer N. Residential mobility in childhood and health outcomes: A systematic review. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health 2008; 62(7), 584–92.
]  [58:  Leckie G. The complexities of school and neighbourhood effects and movements of pupils on school differences in models of educational achievement. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society. Statistics in Society Series A 2009; 172(3), 537–54.
]  [59:  Scottish Government. Scottish Household Survey. Scotland’s People. Annual Report 2016. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2017.
] 




3.1.4 Overcrowding

Living in overcrowded housing has been linked with lower educational attainment,18 perhaps as a result of more limited opportunities to play as well as a lack of a quiet space for homework and revision.[endnoteRef:60] In addition, it is possible that relationships within households may be adversely affected, potentially impairing a parent’s ability to parent their children in a warm and supportive way.[endnoteRef:61] Overcrowding has been found to affect children and young people’s health by increasing the risk of injury, respiratory conditions and the spread of infectious disease,16 which is likely to reduce school attendance.[endnoteRef:62] A higher proportion of households living in the social and private rented sector were identified in the Scottish Housing Condition Survey as being overcrowded.47 [60:  Thomson H, Thomas S, Sellstrom E and Petticrew M. Housing improvement for health and associated socio-economic outcomes. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. Issue 2; 2013 (Art. No.: CD008657). 
]  [61:  Evans GW. Housing quality and mental health. In: Braubach M, Jacobs DE, Ormandy D (Editors). A method guide to the quantification of health effects of selected housing risks in the WHO European Region. Denmark: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2011. pp173–6. 
]  [62:  Suhrcke M and de Pas Nieves C. The Impact of Health and Health Behaviours on Educational Outcomes in High Income Countries: A Review of the Evidence. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2011. 
] 




3.1.5 Cold homes

[bookmark: _Ref514926093][bookmark: _Ref514925905]Living in inadequately heated housing can impact on children and young people’s educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:63] [endnoteRef:64] [endnoteRef:65] [endnoteRef:66] In a longitudinal study of housing conditions and their associations with children’s wellbeing in England, children and young people living in houses without affordable heating were found to be more likely to develop respiratory problems than children who had never experienced cold homes.64 In homes without affordable heat, heating may be limited to one or two rooms such as the kitchen or living room. Thus, it may be difficult for a young person to have a quiet space for homework and revision.64 Opportunities for children to play and young people to have privacy and personal space may be limited, potentially contributing to strained relationships between household members. In the above study, after taking into account background factors, adolescents who had lived for long periods in cold homes were found to be more likely to truant or be excluded from school.64 [63:  Jones R and Yates G. The Built Environment and Health: An Evidence Review. Briefing Paper 11. Glasgow: Glasgow Centre for Population Health; 2013. 
]  [64:  Liddell C and Morris C. Fuel poverty and human health: A review of recent evidence. Energy Policy 2010; 38, 2987–97. 
]  [65:  Balfour R and Allen J. Local Action on Health Inequalities: Fuel Poverty and Cold Home-Related Health Problems. Health Equity Evidence Review 7. London: Public Health England; 2014.
]  [66:  The Marmot Review. The Health Impacts of Cold Homes and Fuel Poverty. London: The Marmot Review; 2011.
] 




3.2 Neighbourhood

[bookmark: _Ref514926118]The physical environment of the neighbourhood in which children and young people live can influence educational outcomes.46 There is international review-level evidence that living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood is associated with poorer educational attainment.15 [endnoteRef:67] In the Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (3–16+) longitudinal study (EPPSE 3–16+), neighbourhood disadvantage was found to influence educational attainment independently of the effect of the family’s socio-economic position.3 Living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood increases the risk that children and young people will be exposed to adverse environmental factors such as air pollution and excessive noise.13 31 High-speed traffic may be more common and safe outdoor spaces, such as well-maintained greenspace, that children and young people can use to play and socialise, less widespread.[endnoteRef:68] As a result, children and young people living in disadvantaged areas are more vulnerable to death and injury from road traffic accidents than those living in less deprived areas.[endnoteRef:69] [endnoteRef:70] [endnoteRef:71] [67:  Devenish B, Hooley M and Mellor D. The pathways between socioeconomic status and adolescent outcomes: A systematic review. American Journal of Community Psychology 2017; 59, 219–38. 
]  [68:  NICE. Evidence Update 29: Strategies to Prevent Unintentional Injuries among Children and Young People Aged Under 15. Manchester: National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence; 2013.
]  [69:  World Health Organization. The Economics of Social Determinants of Health and Health Inequalities: A Resources Book. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2013.
]  [70:  Geddes I, Allen J, Allen M and Morrisey L. The Marmot review: implications for spatial planning. 2011. Available at: www.nice.org.uk/media/default/About/what-we-do/NICE-guidance/NICE-guidelines/Public-health-guidelines/Additional-publications/Spatial-planning/the-marmot-review-implications-for-spatial-planning.pdf. Accessed 15/1/18.
]  [71:  Cairns J, Warren J, Garthwaite K and Bambra C. Go slow: An umbrella review of the effects of 20mph zones and limits on health and health inequalities. Journal of Public Health 2015; 37(3), 515–20. 
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514927185]The presence of vacant and derelict land, graffiti and litter in the neighbourhood coupled with poor street lighting can increase feelings of vulnerability to crime and fears for children and young people’s safety.63 There is international review-level evidence that reduced neighbourhood safety and exposure to community violence is a significant risk factor for poor psychological and academic outcomes in adolescents.67 [endnoteRef:72] The range and quality of services and facilities such as childcare and recreational opportunities may also affect children’s outcomes.46 [endnoteRef:73] However, these findings were based on literature mainly from the USA, where experiences of neighbourhood safety and violence are likely to be different from Scotland. Therefore, the transferability of the findings to a Scottish context is not known.  [72:  Fry D, Fang X, Elliot S et al. The relationships between violence in childhood and educational outcomes: A global systematic review and meta-analysis. Child Abuse & Neglect 2018; 75, 6–28. 
]  [73:  Gregg P, Propper C and Washbrook E. Understanding the Relationship between Parental Income and Multiple Child Outcomes: A Decomposition Analysis. CASE paper no. 129. Bristol: Centre for Market and Public Organisation; 2008.
] 




[bookmark: _Toc515284310]4. Social environment

4.1 Family

4.1.1 Home learning environment

[bookmark: _Ref514926181]Children’s language development is important for later literacy.[endnoteRef:74] Socio-economic gradients in the proportion of children experiencing language delay at five years have been reported in a number of studies. For example, in the GUS study, children from the most socio-economically deprived group were more than twice as likely to experience language delay compared to their most affluent peers.74 [74:  Law J, Charlton J and Asmussen K. Language as a Child Wellbeing Indicator. London: Early Intervention Foundation; 2017.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514926288]The home learning environment is an important influence on young children’s language development.4 The vast majority of words spoken by children before three years are derived from the vocabulary of their parents. Children living in low-income households may be exposed to a lesser variety and complexity of language,25 31 [endnoteRef:75] whereas more affluent families may be more likely to create opportunities for children to practise their language skills.74 Activities such as shared book reading, regular trips to libraries, parks and museums, having educational, age-appropriate toys and parental monitoring of television viewing have been found to be important for language development.4 74 [75:  Pickett K and Vanderbloement L. Mind the Gap: Tackling Social and Educational Inequality. York: Cambridge Primary Review Trust; 2015. 
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514927774]There is review-level evidence that the quality of the home learning environment is significantly associated with later literacy.[endnoteRef:76] It is possible that living in a low-income household may compromise parents’ capacity to provide a stimulating home learning environment.75 However, in the MCS, irrespective of their socio-economic position, equal numbers of parents reported taking part in activities such as singing songs and rhymes, telling stories and playing music with their young children.4 Nevertheless, mothers with no educational qualifications and mothers living in poverty were significantly less likely to report that they read regularly to their child at age three and five years.4 Shared book reading exposes children to a wider vocabulary and range of grammatical structures than they are likely to experience in everyday conversations with their parents.74 There is review-level evidence that parents reading to their children in the early years is associated with positive educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:77] [76:  Buckingham J, Beaman R and Wheldall K. Why poor children are more likely to become poor readers: The early years. Educational Review 2014; 66(4), 428–46. 
]  [77:  See BH and Gordard S. The role of parents in young people's education – a critical review of the causal evidence. Oxford Review of Education 2015; 41(3), 346–66.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514927476]The home learning environment continues to be important for children’s educational outcomes as they get older. In the EPPSE (3–16+) longitudinal study, children who were found to be doing better than expected based on their background characteristics at age 11 lived in homes where parents had encouraged learning by, for example, reading with them, taking part in joint activities such as cooking together and finding ways to provide a wide range of educational experiences outside of school.[endnoteRef:78] Even though the influence of the home learning environment weakens during adolescence, family support for educational activities at Key Stage 3[footnoteRef:10] was found to have strong effects on GCSE examination results.3 For working parents in low-income families, demands on time and energy such as long working hours and shift patterns as well as caring responsibilities may limit the resources available to provide support for their children’s learning.27 42 For example, irregular working hours can mean that parents are unable to commit to activities that take place on a set day and time.  [78:  Siraj-Blatchford I, Mayo A, Melhuish E et al. Performing Against the Odds: Developmental Trajectories of Children in the EPPSE 3-16 Study. DFE-RR128. London: Institute of Education; 2011. 
]  [10:  Key Stage 3 is the curriculum for pupils in Years 7–9 in England (equivalent to Secondary 1–3 in Scotland).] 




[bookmark: _Ref503514152]4.1.2 Relationships

[bookmark: _Ref514927466]The relationship between children and young people and their parents may be key for educational outcomes.31 [endnoteRef:79] Using information from the MCS, Keirnan and Mensah examined the links between living in persistent poverty, quality of parenting and children’s development in the first year of school. Children who had been living in poverty at all three survey points were categorised as living in persistent poverty. Observations of individual positive and negative parenting behaviours when the child was three years old were used to construct a composite index of parenting. Overall, 61% of children who had not experienced living in poverty were assessed as having good achievement in the Foundation Stage profile.[footnoteRef:11] In contrast, only 26% of those living in persistent poverty were assessed as having good achievement. In general, having a higher parenting index score increased the odds of having a good level of achievement. The differences for children living in persistent poverty were quite marked. Of those with a low parenting index score, 19% had good achievement, compared to 58% who had a high parenting index score.11 Similarly, the quality and frequency of parent–child interactions in the early years was found to be positively associated with educational attainment at age 14 and 16 in the EPPSE (3–16+) study.[endnoteRef:80] [79:  Hartas D. Parenting for social mobility? Home learning, parental warmth, class and educational outcomes. Journal of Education Policy 2015; 30(1), 21–38.
]  [11:  Assessment of children’s development achievement over first year of primary school carried out in England.]  [80:  Sammons P, Toth K, Sylva K et al. The long-term role of the home learning environment in shaping students’ academic attainment in secondary school. Journal of Children's Services 2015; 10(3), 189–201.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514927261]Living in poverty is stressful.23 24 73 Stress and mental health difficulties are likely to adversely affect the quality of parents’ relationships with their children and their capacity to provide warm and supportive parenting (Figure 3).15 25 75 [endnoteRef:81] Mental health difficulties may mean parents have fewer emotional resources available to support their children’s development and wellbeing.23 81 For example, they may be less patient and tolerant of age-related misbehaviours.4 23 24 In addition, parents’ sense of efficacy to influence their child’s behaviour may be affected.15 There is review-level evidence that children’s cognitive, social and behavioural outcomes are negatively affected by parental stress23 24 and mental health difficulties.67 Social, emotional and behaviour problems including hyperactivity/inattention, conduct and peer-relationship problems have been linked with poorer educational outcomes.4 18  [81:  Treanor M, Naven L and Egan J. A ‘Pockets’ Approach to Addressing Financial Vulnerability. CRFR Research briefing 83. Edinburgh: Centre for Research on Families and Relationships; 2016.
] 




Figure 3: Family Stress model[footnoteRef:12] 23 [12:  Cooper and Stewart (2013), page 40] 




[image: ]



[bookmark: _Ref514927776]Parenting styles contribute to children’s social, emotional and behavioural development. Warm, sensitive parenting supports the development of social competencies such as emotional regulation, attention control and pro-social behaviours, which have been linked with school success.4 Authoritative parenting, characterised by high levels of warmth and control with the establishment of appropriate boundaries and positive discipline,11 has been found to be associated with higher levels of academic achievement.15 [endnoteRef:82] 
 [82:  Gorard S, See BH and Davies P. The Impact of Attitudes and Aspirations on Educational Attainment and Participation. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2012.
] 


[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Ref514927545]Strong family relationships and supportive parenting can help mitigate the adverse effects of living in disadvantaged circumstances.15 17 In the EPPSE (3–16+) study, the quality of parent–child interactions in the early years was found to have a significant positive effect on educational attainment at age 14 and 16 years.80 Parents of children who were exceeding expectations based on their background characteristics, had set and reinforced high standards for their children’s behaviour.78 Similarly, in the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England study (LSYPE), after controlling for background family characteristics, factors that influenced whether a young person was more likely to do well included the time spent sharing family meals and the frequency they argued with their parents.[endnoteRef:83] [83:  Goodman A and Gregg P (Editors). Poorer children's educational attainment: how important are attitudes and behaviour? York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2010.
] 




4.2 Aspirations

[bookmark: _Ref514927533][bookmark: _Ref514927627]In general, being ambitious to continue with learning after compulsory education finishes and go on to further or higher education and having career aspirations has been linked to better educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:84] A young person’s attitude and commitment to education is thought to be influenced by their aspirations and those of their parents.[endnoteRef:85] Children and young people who believe that they have the ability to achieve their goal and think that their success is due to their hard work rather than luck tend to have higher aspirations84 (Figure 4). In the LSYPE study, after controlling for family background characteristics, young people who had a greater belief in their ability at school as well as thinking outcomes were, in the main, the result of their own actions were more likely to do well at GCSE[footnoteRef:13].83 [84:  Gutman LM and Akerman R. Determinants of Aspirations. Research report 27. London: Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning; 2008.
]  [85:  Baker W, Sammons P, Siraj-Blatchford I et al. Aspirations, education and inequality in England: Insights form the effective provision of pre-school, primary and secondary education project. Oxford Review of Education 2014; 40(5), 525–42. 
]  [13:  The General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) is an academic qualification, generally taken in a number of subjects by pupils at the end of Year 11 (roughly the equivalent of Secondary 4 in Scotland) in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. ] 







[bookmark: _Ref514927745]Figure 4: Components of aspirations[footnoteRef:14] [endnoteRef:86] [14:  Social Exclusion Task Force, page 10]  [86:  Social Exclusion Task Force. Aspiration and Attainment amongst Young People in Deprived Communities. London: Social Exclusion Task Force; 2008.
] 


[image: C:\Users\clairer\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.Outlook\LRM7GO5C\Figure 4.jpg]



[bookmark: _Ref514927716][bookmark: _Ref514927747]Differences in aspirations has been suggested as one reason that educational outcomes of children living in disadvantaged circumstances differ from their more affluent peers.83 85 However, high aspirations for continuing on to higher education have been reported among parents and children across the spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds in a number of studies.83 85 [endnoteRef:87] [endnoteRef:88] For example, in the GUS study the majority of parents hoped that their young children would attend university or college in the future.87 [endnoteRef:89] Similarly, in the EPPSE (3–16+) study, aspirations for education beyond 16 years were high across all family income groups; only small differences in students’ educational aspirations by family income were found.85 [87:  Sosu EM. Predicting maternal aspirations for their children's education: The role of parental and child characteristics. International Journal of Educational Research 2014; 67, 67–79. 
]  [88:  Hartas D. Young people’s educational aspirations: Psychosocial factors and the home environment. Journal of Youth Studies 2016; 19(9), 1145–63.
]  [89:  Treanor M. Can we put the ‘Poverty of Aspiration’ Myth to Bed Now? Research Briefing 91. Edinburgh: Centre for Research on Families and Relationships; 2017.
] 




Rather than an innate characteristic, aspirations are shaped by a broad range of influences including family, peers, neighbourhood, school and wider social factors which interact in complex ways.85 86 88 [endnoteRef:90] There is review-level evidence that children and young people who have parents with high expectations for their child’s educational and employment prospects are more likely to do well at school.77 82 The educational achievements of parents have been found to predict their aspirations for their children.77 87 Thus, better-educated parents tend to have even higher ambitions for their children, possibly as a result of a better understanding of the opportunities available and how to achieve them.86 Children and young people’s ambitions for a certain career pathway are inclined to be influenced by the career choices made by family members and other important adults in their lives.86 The perspectives of the communities in which children and young people and their parents live help shape those aspirations along with the attitudes and beliefs of peer networks.86 Understandings of opportunities, and their associated boundaries, tend to be conveyed unconsciously and influence attitudes to learning.86 87 [endnoteRef:91] [90:  St Clair R, Kintrea K and Houston M. Silver bullet or red herring? New evidence on the place of aspiration in education. Oxford Review of Education 2013; 39(6), 719–38.
]  [91:  Nieuwenhuis J and Hooimeijer P. The association between neighbourhoods and educational achievement, a systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 2016; 31, 321–47.
] 




Educational and career ambitions tend to change throughout childhood and adolescence, as a result of a growing understanding of what is possible and the opportunities available.84 In the LSYPE, aspirations for further education were found to become less between the age of 14 and 16 years, particularly among young people living in the most disadvantaged circumstances.83 Similarly, in the EPPSE (3–16+) study, when young people aged 14 years were asked about whether they expected to apply to university, differences across the income brackets were obvious.85 As children become older, they are likely to become more aware of the financial and social challenges they face to reach their goals.84 86 In response, they may lower their aspirations to match their perception of more realistic options.84 Earlier decisions made about, for example, what subjects to study at school, can limit what is possible later on.84






4.3 Early learning and childcare

[bookmark: _Ref514928029]Before children start formal schooling around the age of five years, many are cared for in non-parental early learning and childcare settings. In Scotland, more than 90% of children take up their entitlement to attend pre-school from the age of three years.[footnoteRef:15] [endnoteRef:92] Attending pre-school has been found to be associated with better educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:93] The quality of the early learning and childcare provision is also important.3 In the EPPSE (3–16+) study young people who had attended pre-school were more likely to achieve five A*–C grades at GCSE compared to those who had not attended.3 93 Going to a high-quality pre-school was found to be associated with more positive effects than attending a low-quality establishment or not attending.3 [15:  A pre-school education place is offered to all three- and four-year-olds as well as vulnerable two-year-olds. ]  [92:  Bradshaw P, Lewis G and Hughes T. Growing Up in Scotland: Characteristics of Pre-School Provision and their Association with Child Outcomes. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2014. 
]  [93:  Sammons P, Sylva K, Melhuish E et al. Influences on Students’ GCSE Attainment Progress at Age 16. DFE-RR352. London: Institute of Education, University of London; 2014. 
] 




This topic is covered in more detail in two evidence reviews published by NHS Health Scotland. The first examines the impact of early learning and childcare provision on parents' outcomes. The second looks at the effect of the quality of early learning and childcare provision on children’s outcomes. 



4.4 School 

[bookmark: _Ref514928098][bookmark: _Ref514928121]The social environment within schools may play a role in mediating the relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and educational outcomes.2 [endnoteRef:94] There is review-level evidence that children and young people who attend a school with a positive school climate[footnoteRef:16] are more likely to achieve more than might be expected based on the socio-economic background of the pupil and school.94 Similarly, in the 2013/14 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey in England, feeling connected to the school and teachers was found to be linked with a range of positive educational outcomes.[endnoteRef:95] The ratio of students to teachers was discovered to be significantly associated with perceptions of supportive teacher–student relationships; lower connectedness was reported when the number of students per teacher was higher.95 [94:  Berkowitz R, Moore H, Astor RA and Benbenishty R. A research synthesis of the associations between socioeconomic background, inequality, school climate and academic achievement. Review of Educational Research 2017; 87(2), 425–69.
]  [16:  School climate is a complex concept that is not well defined. (Berkowitz R, Moore H, Astor RA and Benbenishty R. A research synthesis of the associations between socioeconomic background, inequality, school climate and academic achievement. Review of Educational Research 2017; 87(2), 425–69.) The term is used to capture loosely related factors such as respectful and supportive relationships and feelings of safety, inclusiveness and fairness. (Kidger J, Araya R, Donovan J and Gunnell D. The effect of the school environment on the emotional health of adolescents: A systematic review. Pediatrics, 2012. 129(5), 925–49.) ]  [95:  Garcia-Moya I, Brooks FM and Spencer NH.; School-level factors associated with teacher connectedness: A multi-level analysis of the structural and relational determinants of young people's health. Journal of Public Health 2017; https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdx089.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514928224]The socio-economic background of the school intake is shaped by the affluence of the school catchment area. In general, schools with larger proportions of disadvantaged children and young people tend to have lower levels of attainment overall.[endnoteRef:96] In the PISA 2012 survey, on average across all the OECD countries taking part, a young person attending a disadvantaged school was 11 times more likely to be a low performer than a pupil attending an advantaged school, even after the socio-economic position of the individual’s family was taken into consideration.19 However, while having a higher proportion of children eligible for free school meals[footnoteRef:17]  in a school tends to predict poorer educational performances,3 it is not inevitable. Audit Scotland found that some schools with higher number of pupils eligible for free school meals were performing similarly to schools with lower numbers,96 which suggests that schools can make a difference.[endnoteRef:97] [96:  Audit Scotland. School Education. Edinburgh: Audit Scotland; 2014. 
]  [17:  Families claiming certain social security entitlements are eligible to claim free school meals for their children. Eligibility for free school meals is often used as an indicator of a young person’s family socio-economic circumstances. ]  [97:  Hinchliffe S and Bradshaw P. The Identification of Effective Secondary Schools in Challenging Circumstances. Summary Report. Edinburgh: ScotCen Social Research; 2015. 
] 




Schools with a mainly disadvantaged catchment area may face additional discipline challenges. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are at increased risk of social, emotional and behavioural difficulties including hyperactivity, conduct and peer relationship problems.18 In Glasgow City, researchers found that the rates of seven-year-old children who had a likely social, emotional or behavioural difficulty, as measured by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), were more than three times greater for those living in the most deprived areas[footnoteRef:18] compared to children living in the least disadvantaged areas.[endnoteRef:98] [18:  The measure of deprivation used in this study was the Glasgow Index of
Multiple Deprivation, which is based on the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, but takes into account the relatively high levels of deprivation in Glasgow city.]  [98:  Marryat L, Thompson L, Minnis H and Wilson P. Primary schools and the amplification of social differences in child mental health: A population-based cohort study. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 2018; 72, 27–33.
] 




[bookmark: _Ref514928300]Teachers’ assessment of school performance tends to be influenced by children’s behaviour.77 [endnoteRef:99] Thus, children who behave in ways that are in line with school rules and expectations are more likely to be marked higher.99 In addition, teachers’ preconceptions may influence the way they judge children’s performance.[endnoteRef:100] In the MCS, teachers’ assessments of reading and maths ability at age seven years was compared with children’s performance tested independently.20 Children from low-income families were less likely to be judged by teachers as being above average compared to their equally scoring peers from more affluent families.20 [99:  Hartas D. Inequality and the home learning environment: Prediction about seven-year-olds' language and literacy. British Educational Research Journal 2012; 38(5), 859–79.
]  [100:  Banerjee PA. A systematic review of factors linked to poor academic performance of disadvantaged students in science and maths in schools. Cogent Education 2016; 3(1178441), 1–17. 
] 




[bookmark: _Toc515284311]5. Conclusion

This paper has looked at how the circumstances in which children and young people live and learn contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes. This report has highlighted some of the challenges faced by children and young people living in low-income families that potentially hinder them from making the most of the opportunities offered by the education system. Parental income impacts on educational outcomes directly through the resources for learning available to children and young people and indirectly through its impact on parental mental health. However, many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances do well. Believing in their own ability and having parents that set high standards for behaviour and encourage learning by reading together as well as attending a school with a positive school climate have been identified as factors that can help mitigate the impact of living in a low-income household on educational outcomes. Nonetheless, education outcomes are not associated with any single characteristic of children and young people or their schools.19 Over time a combination and accumulation of experiences in and exposures to the social and physical environments in which they are born, live and learn can enhance or hinder their educational attainment.13 19 75 Parental income and education shape these environments. 


5.1 Key findings

Many children and young people living in disadvantaged circumstances do well. The quality of the social and physical environments that they experience as they grow up is key. A combination and accumulation of these experiences can enhance or hinder children and young people’s educational outcomes. Parental income and education shape the social and physical environments.

Parental income is important for educational outcomes. Lack of money can limit the availability of resources for learning as well as adversely affect the family social environment through the impact of financial vulnerability on parental mental health. Strong family relationships and supportive parenting can help mitigate the effects of living in disadvantaged circumstances on educational outcomes.

Lower educational attainment has been found to be associated with aspects of children and young people’s physical environment such as living in overcrowded housing, in an inadequately heated home and/or in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. Experience of food insecurity has been linked with poorer educational outcomes as well as emotional and behavioural problems.

High aspirations for continuing on to higher or further education have been reported among parents and children across the spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds. Rather than an innate characteristic, aspirations are shaped by a broad range of influences including family, neighbourhood, school and wider social factors which interact in complex ways. 

The social environment within schools can play a role in mediating the relationship between children and young people’s circumstances and educational outcomes. Children and young people attending a school with a positive school climate have been found to do better than might be expected based on their socio-economic background. 






5.2 Local positive actions

Actions to tackle child poverty are twofold:

Approaches to maximise household resources 

Strategies to mitigate and prevent the adverse effects of living in a low-income household. 



The following section is based mainly on NHS Health Scotland evidence briefings published in the past six years and is not a comprehensive review of current evidence. More information about child poverty and adverse childhood experiences can be found on NHS Health Scotland’s website. The Evidence for Action briefings that accompany the Scottish Public Health Observatory’s (ScotPHO) health and wellbeing profiles give additional examples of positive action. 



[bookmark: _Ref504054124]Work in partnership with children and young people, their parents, carers and other family members to formulate, implement and evaluate approaches that prevent and mitigate the impact of living in poverty.[endnoteRef:101] For example, building on initiatives like the Cost of the School Day project in Glasgow and the 1 in 5: Raising Awareness of Child Poverty project in Edinburgh to improve the understanding of the causes and impact of child poverty, and to look at what changes education services and schools could make to remove cost barriers and better support children from low-income families so that they are able to participate fully in school.  [101:  Beeston C, McCartney G, Ford J et al. Health Inequalities Policy Review for the Scottish Ministerial Task Force on Health Inequalities. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2014.
] 


[bookmark: _Ref514928507]Build on existing initiatives like Healthier Wealthier Children to develop comprehensive referral pathways that link welfare and money advice services with places, like schools, that parents of children and young people visit.[endnoteRef:102] Encourage and support parents/carers to apply for Healthy Start vouchers, free school meals, clothing grants and the Educational Maintenance Allowance.[endnoteRef:103] [102:  NHS Health Scotland. Good Work for All. Inequality briefing 2. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2015.
]  [103:  Treanor MC. Actions to Prevent and Mitigate Child Poverty in Community Planning Partnerships. Edinburgh: What Works Scotland; 2017. 
] 


Work with local partners to improve the physical environment of children living in disadvantaged circumstances. Ensure families can access affordable high-quality housing that is energy efficient and affordable to heat.[endnoteRef:104] The Place Standard tool is one way that communities, public agencies and voluntary groups can find those aspects of a place that need to be targeted to improve people’s health, wellbeing and quality of life. Access to safe, high-quality indoor and outdoor spaces, free of charge, where children can play freely and confidently with their peers is important for healthy social, emotional and physical development.[endnoteRef:105] [104:  NHS Health Scotland. Housing and Health Inequalities. Inequalities Briefing 5. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2016. 
]  [105:  Scobie G, Scott E and Woodman K. Briefing on Play. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2013.
] 


Support young children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development by providing support for maternal mental health. Flexible provision of high-quality affordable childcare103 [endnoteRef:106] can help mothers to access employment, training, education and skills development opportunities.103 [endnoteRef:107] [106:  Scobie G and Scott E. Rapid Evidence Review: Childcare Quality and Children’s Outcomes. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2017.
]  [107:  Scobie G, Pringle J, Arnot J et al. Provision of Early Learning and Childcare and Parents’ Outcomes: An Evidence Brief. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2017. 
] 


Ensure that services and initiatives are planned and delivered in proportion to need.[endnoteRef:108] Children living in poverty do not necessarily live in areas of greatest deprivation classified by the SIMD[footnoteRef:19]. Using a combination of both SIMD and eligibility for clothing grants and free school meals can help to identify children and young people eligible for initiatives targeted at children living in low-income households.103  [108:  NHS Health Scotland. Reducing Health Inequalities. What NHS non-executive directors can do to make a difference. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2014.
]  [19:  Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation. ] 


Support the joint learning and development of professionals (e.g. midwives, health visitors, GPs, nursery workers, school nurses, and teachers) that are in contact with children and young people, their parents and carers to understand the impact of poverty on children’s health and wellbeing[endnoteRef:109] and ensure that they have the knowledge and skills to deliver services that are sensitive to inequalities.101 [endnoteRef:110] [109:  Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health. State of Child Health Report 2017. London: Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health; 2017. 
]  [110:  NHS Health Scotland. Maximising the Role of NHSScotland in Reducing Health Inequalities. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2017. 
] 







5.3 Further information

NHS Health Scotland: Health and wellbeing interventions in a school setting

NHS Health Scotland: Child Poverty

NHS Health Scotland: Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

NHS Health Scotland e-learning: Child Poverty, Health and Wellbeing (free resource; requires registration)

National Parent Forum of Scotland: Cost of the School Day Toolkit for Parent Councils 

Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland (CPAG): Resources for schools

Treanor MC. Actions to prevent and mitigate child poverty in community planning partnerships. Edinburgh: What Works Scotland; 2017.

Children’s Parliament: “School should be a joyful place”: Learning and school life in Scotland. A Children’s Parliament Report. Edinburgh: Children’s Parliament, 2017.
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