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Abstract 

This thesis is a document analysis of the United Kingdom’s ‘Voluntary Na*onal Review of 

progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals’ (UKVNR, 2019) (SDGs) regarding 

Poverty SDG-1, Educa*on SDG-4, child poverty and children’s rights. My focus is on three 

aspects of the UKVNR: first, early years provision; secondly, the aJainment gap; thirdly, 

access to nutri*ous food and its impact on children’s educa*on. I consider the similari*es 

and differences rela*ng to the framing of poverty, and whether the UK government and the 

governments of the Devolved Administra*ons, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, 

recognise children’s rights as underpinning the 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 2015). Drawing on both 

the capability approach and human rights, I consider the extent to which the UKVNR 

recognises poverty’s impact on children’s lives and their access to and par*cipa*on in 

educa*on. I undertake document analysis of the UKVNR (2019), using a reflexive thema*c 

approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022) to ques*on whether the UKVNR reflects the 

mul*dimensional nature of poverty and explore the visibility of children, and poverty’s 

impact on their educa*on and rights.  

My thesis makes an original contribu*on to knowledge, by focusing on child poverty SDG-1, 

educa*on SDG-4 and rights in the UK with respect to the UKVNR and supplementary reports 

from Scotland and Wales that has not previously been undertaken. My research shows that 

across the Four Na*ons, issues of social inequality had worsened, that this manifested itself 

with respect to early years’ provision, the aJainment gap and access to nutri*ous food.  I 

argue that child poverty is not being comprehensively addressed and, consequently, the 

connected social injus*ces impact on children’s educa*on and children not achieving their 

full capabili*es. My research also iden*fies the differing approaches to framing poverty in 

the UKVNR and by the Devolved Administra*ons. I argue that the UKVNR has a limited 

framing of poverty by failing to recognise that Poverty SDG-1, deals with the 

mul*dimensional nature of poverty, which in turn impacts on Educa*on SDG-4, and the full 

implementa*on of children’s rights. Poverty reduc*on is seen as an individual responsibility 

addressed through welfare reform and full employment. However, a more nuanced, broader 

mul*dimensional framing of poverty is offered by Scotland and Wales, with a recogni*on 

that poverty impacts on children’s educa*on and is a rights based issue that places 

obliga*ons on government to uphold children’s rights. Based on my analysis, I highlight the 
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UK government’s lack of commitment in the UKVNR to children’s rights and offer 

recommenda*ons rela*ng to tackling the impact of poverty on children’s educa*on. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In 2010, the Labour party lost the general elec*on. From 2010 to 2015, there was a coali*on 

government between the Conserva*ve party and the Liberal Democrat party. A general 

elec*on in 2015 resulted in the Conserva*ve government gaining a majority to form the 

government alone (Bochel & Powell 2016). The United Kingdom Voluntary Na*onal Review 

(UKVNR 2019) was wriJen by the Conserva*ve government whose term of office was from 

2015 un*l 2024.  As I complete my thesis, a new government, under Labour has come into 

power in July 2024. Consequently, the thesis and its examina*on of the UKVNR should be 

viewed from the standpoint of the Conserva*ve government’s *me in office up to April 

2024. My research is based on documents that clearly state that they are not wriJen within 

the context of COVID-19. My thesis, although referring in places to the impact of COVID, has 

not focused on the pandemic.  

1.1 Content of the Chapter 

This chapter provides an introduc*on to the whole thesis. It has five sec*ons: 

• Content of the Chapter (1.1) 

• Relevance of my research (1.2) 

• The context of my research (1.3) 

• Why I am interested and mo*vated in this research area (1.4) 

• The aim and approach of the research (1.5) 

o Research ques*ons (1.5.1) 

o Statement of originality (1.5.2) 

o Structure of thesis (1.5.3) 

1.2 Relevance of my research 

There is research on the nega*ve impact of poverty on children’s educa*onal progression 

and well-being. A systema*c review of 34 studies iden*fied links between low income and 

impacts on children’s cogni*ve development and school achievement (Cooper and Stewart, 

2013), which were then supported by an addi*onal 27 new studies (Cooper and Stewart, 

2017). Longitudinal research in the UK has iden*fied the impact of persistent poverty on 
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poorer cogni*ve and behaviour outcomes of children (Dickerson and Popli, 2016, 2018). 

OECD (2020) research on early years and well-being of five year-olds in the UK, Estonia and 

USA found a rela*onship between children’s early learning and the social economic status of 

the child’s family; the more affluent the family, the beJer the progress of the child. 

Primary school children in Northern Ireland par*cipated in research to share their 

experiences of the impact of poverty on their educa*on. The research found that the 

children’s experience of school is determined by the level of disadvantage that they live 

with, and that they were aware that outcomes were different for children from more 

affluent families (Horgan, 2009). Feedback from children highlights how poverty impacts on 

their educa*on (Naven et al., 2019) and their everyday lives (Ridge, 2011). 

The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights’ report (De SchuJer, 

2021), drawing on global academic research studies by interna*onal organiza*ons, 

highlighted the nega*ve impact poverty has on children’s access to and achievement in 

educa*on, with consequences into adulthood. De SchuJer argues that persistent child 

poverty is a human rights viola*on. He recommended improved access to inclusive 

educa*on, increased investment in high quality early educa*on, and an to end 

discrimina*on due to socio-economic disadvantage (De SchuJer, 2021). 

The protec*on of the rights of the child in implemen*ng the 2030 Agenda was seen as 

sufficiently important to warrant a report to the UN from the Office of the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR, 2017). The OHCHR report, supported by academic 

research and studies by a range of organiza*ons, establishes the importance and relevance 

of tackling child poverty to achieve fairer overall educa*onal outcomes. It argues that 

addressing child poverty is a priority as it is detrimental to children’s outcomes and leads to 

a denial of their rights. They recommend states must ensure that even if resources are 

limited, children’s rights should not be overlooked and equitable investment in all children is 

a priority in decision making. 

1.3 The context of my research 

In 2015, the United Na*ons General Assembly (UNGA) adopted the 2030 Agenda by seqng 

17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be achieved globally by 2030 (UNGA, 2015) 
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(see Appendix 1 list of SDGs). The UN affirmed that the 2030 Agenda is underpinned by 

human rights as set out in the Universal Declara*on of Human Rights (1948) and other 

interna*onal instruments (UNGA, 2015:6). The United Kingdom (UK) has ra*fied most 

interna*onal human rights instruments and the European regional ones. 

As part of keeping a record of how governments are working towards achieving the 2030 

Agenda, the General Assembly called on governments to produce regular Voluntary Na*onal 

Reviews (VNRs) of their progress towards mee*ng the Goals (UNGA, 2015). Under the then 

Conserva*ve government, the United Kingdom produced one such review in 2019, before 

the COVID-19 pandemic. My thesis fills a gap in the academic research on the UKVNR in 

rela*on to how child poverty is framed and its impact on children’s educa*on and their 

rights. This research has not been undertaken before and so is of relevance in terms of 

iden*fying the strengths and limita*ons of the UKVNR as it relates to child poverty, 

educa*on and rights. It could shape future UKVNR submissions and offers ideas for 

academics interested in examining VNRs. It also adds to other VNR evalua*ons that have 

been undertaken in other countries, such as how health is framed in Norway and Sweden 

(Lillehagen et al., 2020). 

Specific research on Educa*on SDG-4 was carried out by Smith (2021) and Smith et al. 

(2024). That looked at 33 VNRs including the UK submiJed in 2019, to the Higher-Level 

Panel of Eminent Persons (HLPF). My own research of the UKVNR supports Smith’s (2021) 

observa*on that the UKVNR places emphasis on the importance of early childhood as 

necessary to inclusion and par*cipa*on in mee*ng Educa*on SDG-4. Similarly, Smith’s 

(2021) and my own research highlight that the UKVNR places emphasis on the need for 

greater efforts to be made in developing countries rather than in the UK. In a follow up 

study, Smith et al. (2024) examined 28 VNRs from 2022, again looking at Educa*on SDG-4. 

Both studies by Smith are compara*ve research on a broad range of countries and their 

findings highlight that different countries have adopted na*onal-centric approaches when 

submiqng their reports. To date, the UK has only submiJed one UKVNR. Although Smith et 

al., (2024) advocates that states should commit to regular repor*ng, not just one VNR 

submission, they nevertheless acknowledge that there are benefits from a wholly voluntary 

process in terms of making countries comply with the voluntary targets and indicators of the 

2030 Agenda. 
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1.4 Why I am interested and motivated in this research area 

Forty years’ experience across statutory, voluntary, and private provision as an early year’s 

prac**oner, social worker, and lecturer have informed this research. It has enabled me to 

become aware of how government legisla*on, policies and societal aqtudes regarding 

poverty impact in a daily way on families, children and their outcomes, including 

educa*onal. In both my professional and personal life, I have been very conscious of the 

impact of poverty on people’s lives and its consequences and its con*nuing presence in UK 

society. As I come to the end of a long career, I have felt both angry and saddened that the 

causes of poverty are s*ll not addressed in any meaningful manner and that the inequali*es 

that flow from poverty are s*ll present. 

I have acquired a range of professional qualifica*ons, all of which have been vital in 

developing my skills, prac*ce and thinking and which have shaped the development of this 

thesis.  

Part One of the PhD programme allowed me to begin to reflect on the complex, 

mul*dimensional nature of poverty. The following are assessed pieces of work from Part 

One of my thesis: 

• ‘Food security for social jus*ce: access to food to achieve social jus*ce in educa*on: 

a conceptual examina*on’, (Rha*gan, 2022) 

• ‘Child Poverty Ac*on Group as social ac*vism that impacts on educa*on in UK’, 

(Rha*gan, 2022) 

This thesis is an opportunity to refine my thinking ager 40 years of prac*ce and 

engagement. 

1.5 Aim and approach of the research  

The aim of the research is to focus on how the UK frames child poverty, its impact on 

children’s educa*on and their rights, domes*cally, in rela*on to the 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 

2015). To do this I make use of the UKVNR of the SDGs, and supplementary reports from 

Scotland and Wales as a way of highligh*ng good prac*ce and areas to be developed. To 
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date, there has only been one UKVNR and a date for the next one has not yet been 

announced by the government. 

My data sources are: 

• Voluntary Na*onal Review of progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals. 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, June 2019. (UKVNR, 2019)  

• Scotland and the Sustainable Development Goals: A na*onal review to drive ac*on 

(SSR, 2020)  

• Wales and the Sustainable Development Goals. Supplementary Report to the UK 

Voluntary Na*onal Review 2019 (WSR, 2019) 

The UK has a complex cons*tu*onal structure, made up of four na*ons, England, Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. The Westminster government can legislate for the UK, but it 

has devolved some powers to the three Devolved Administra*ons in Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland. My approach to using the UKVNR and supplementary reports from 

Scotland and Wales, as my source material is qualita*ve and reflec*ve in nature. 

The document analysis of the reports is influenced by Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2022) 

reflexive thema*c analysis (RTA).  

My research is a desk-based study of the UKVNR and supplementary reports from Scotland 

and Wales. The COVID-19 pandemic and resul*ng lockdown was underway when I was 

deciding on my research. This influenced my choice of carrying out desk-based research and 

to undertake document analysis of the government documents. My research could, 

therefore, be undertaken in a manner that did not require responses from par*cipants, 

either from interviews or through ques*onnaires with groups or individuals, when the 

lockdown restricted interac*ons and behaviour. 

My theore*cal approach is underpinned by the capability approach (CA) as ini*ally set out 

by Amartya Sen (Sen, 1980, 1983, 2005) and Martha Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 2000, 2003, 

2013) regarding how people’s capabili*es can flourish or diminish given the environment 

around them. I also use a human rights lens to further underpin my theore*cal approach, as 

rights underpin the SDG Agenda (2015), and the UK has obliga*ons and du*es to uphold 
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human rights as set out in interna*onal trea*es, such as the United Na*ons Conven*on on 

the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989). 

1.5.1 Research ques/ons  

The overall aim of this thesis is to examine the UKVNR in rela*on to child poverty, educa*on 

and rights. Three main research ques*ons (RQs) form the basis of and guide my research. 

Although each can stand alone, I aim to show the interlinking of the RQs, and in the building 

on one another, provide a way of examining the UKVNR in a quali*ve and comprehensive 

manner that considers how child poverty, educa*on and the rights of children are framed. 

RQ1:  How does the UK frame child poverty when addressing Poverty SDG-1? 

RQ2:  How does the UK framing of poverty impact on children’s Educa*on SDG-4? 

RQ3:  To what extent are rights seen as integral to the UK approach to mee*ng the 2030 

Agenda with respect to children’s educa*on? 

Beginning with RQ1, I consider how the UK frames child poverty when addressing Poverty 

SDG-1. This involves considering the extent to which poverty is seen as mul*-dimensional 

and where responsibility and accountability for poverty lies. Following on from this, RQ2 

explores to what extent the UK government’s framing of poverty impacts on children’s 

educa*on. RQ2 considers if the intersec*onality between poverty and educa*on is 

acknowledged and addressed in the UKVNR. Finally, RQ3, considers the extent to which 

rights are seen as integral to the UK approach to mee*ng the 2030 Agenda with respect to 

children’s educa*on.  

In answering the RQs, this thesis highlights the importance of examining government 

documents, such as the UKVNR, which have been submiJed to the UN. Human rights are 

seen as integral to underpinning the 2030 Agenda. Considering how far rights and 

par*cularly children’s rights are incorporated and seen as important within the VNR and 

supplementary reports, highlights the visibility and status of children. A rights-based 

approach demands that child poverty is also addressed as an independent element of 

Poverty SDG-1 which is crucial when looking at Educa*on SDG-4, where the focus will 

naturally fall on children’s educa*onal experience. 
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1.5.2 Statement of originality  

My thesis is an original contribu*on to knowledge; it iden*fies the differing approaches to 

framing poverty in the UKVNR and by the Devolved Administra*ons. Addi*onally, the 

UKVNR has a limited framing of poverty unlike the more nuanced, broader framing of 

poverty offered by Scotland and Wales. I argue that the UK government has an 

unsophis*cated and very individualised approach to poverty. It has not sought to u*lise a 

rights-based approach as required by the SDGs. I also highlight that the UK government in 

the UKVNR revealed a lack of commitment to children’s rights and the impact of poverty on 

children’s educa*on. To my knowledge, similar research focusing on child Poverty SDG-1, 

Educa*on SDG-4 and rights in the UK, as set out in the UKVNR and supplementary reports 

from Scotland and Wales, has not been undertaken before.  

1.5.3 Structure of thesis  

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. 

Chapter 1, Introduc*on, explains the relevance, my mo*va*on and interest for the study, it 

outlines the aims and approach to the research, the three RQs and, my original contribu*on, 

finally, the structure of the thesis. 

Chapter 2, Background to the 2030 Agenda and rights (UNGA, 2015), gives an overview of 

children within the SDGs, it considers the premise of Leave no one behind (LNOB) and the 

connec*on between the VNRs and rights.  

Chapter 3, Literature Review, provides the background in rela*on to the areas covered and 

underpinning my research including: framing of child poverty in the UK, the development of 

the poverty narra*ve, and how people in poverty who need to access welfare benefits are 

required to meet certain condi*ons. This chapter also considers the literature in rela*on to 

the impact of poverty on the important interconnec*ng aspects children’s lives, their 

educa*on and access to food, all of which relate to my examina*on of the UKVNR.  

Chapter 4, Theore*cal Approach, draws on the capability approach (CA). The areas covered 

include the link between the CA and human development and rights, how the CA has been 

used in research concerning children and educa*on, and the link between the CA, human 

rights and children. 
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Chapter 5, Methodology, outlines my use of Reflexive Thema*c Analysis (RTA). Using Braun 

and Clarke’s (2022) six phases of reflexive analysis, I undertook a qualita*ve analysis of the 

UKVNR and supplementary reports from Scotland and Wales.  

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 provide my analysis and discussion of the RQs in rela*on to the UKVNR 

(2019) and the supplementary reports of Scotland (SSR, 2020) and Wales (WSR, 2019). The 

three RQs are explored in turn, with a context for each given at the beginning of each 

chapter and a summary at the end. 

Chapter 9, Conclusion, draws together the main points from all the RQs, the links between 

them and the overall findings of my analysis of the UKVNR (2019), and supplementary 

reports of Wales (WSR, 2019) and Scotland (SSR, 2020). I summarise how the RQs explore 

government claims in the VNR and how children living in poverty are impacted vis-à-vis their 

educa*on and, consequently, throughout their lives. I draw on the main points from, and 

the influence of the theore*cal approach used to answer the RQs, outlining how the former 

Conserva*ve government approached Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, that are 

designed to ensure the rights of all children are met through an inclusive and equitable 

educa*onal experience. Chapter 9 also addresses the limita*ons of my research and offers 

ideas for future research with respect to child poverty, educa*on and children’s rights going 

forward to 2030 and beyond.  
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Chapter 2: Background to the Sustainable Development Goals and 
Rights 

2.1 Introduction 

The SDGs are the culmina*on of decades of progress towards promo*ng human 

development through rights. This chapter outlines the context, star*ng with a background to 

sustainable development and moving onto an overview of the 2030 Agenda. Considera*on 

is then given to the presence of children within the Agenda, their rights, educa*on, the 

fundament of the Agenda to Leave No One Behind, and in the context of VNRs. The chapter 

concludes by considering the links between educa*on, poverty and children. 

This research is concerned with contemporary events and ac*vi*es rather than an in-depth 

historical evalua*on of the concept of sustainable development. Nonetheless, it is useful to 

acknowledge and signpost a beneficial overview given as to the historical roots of 

sustainable development (Du Pisani, 2006). Du Pisani outlines an historical overview across 

the centuries of how ideas of human development, progress and resource alloca*on were 

iden*fied and understood within various philosophical tradi*ons, taking account of social 

and economic issues rela*ng to equality and social jus*ce. 

The chapter is structured as follows: 

• Background to the SDGs (2.2) 

o United Na*ons - Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (2.2.1) 

• Rights and children (2.3) 

o Background (2.3.1) 

o Rights and obliga*ons (2.3.2) 

o Rights and General Comments (GCs) (2.3.3) 

• SDGs, children and their rights (2.4) 

o The presence of children (2.4.1) 

o ‘Leave No One Behind’ (2.4.2) 

• Educa*on, poverty, children and the UKVNR (2.5) 

• Summary (2.6) 
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2.2 Background to the SDGs 

The SDGs reflect decades of thought on development and the relevance of rights (Ala-Uddin 

2019). The UN had promulgated the Millennium Declara*on in 2000 (UNGA Res, 2000) 

seqng out the Millennium Development Goals to be met by 2015 (MDGs). The 15 MDGs 

aimed to reduce by half the number of people globally in extreme poverty, provide access to 

universal primary educa*on, promote gender equality, and reduce child mortality (UNGA 

Res 2000). As Alston (2005) highlighted, they were based on human rights, even if there was 

no reference to rights in the MDGs. To meet the limita*ons of the MDGs, in 2015 the UNGA 

promulgated the United Na*ons’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

2.2.1 United Na/ons - Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development 

The SDGs were adopted in 2015 by all member states of the United Na*ons, including the 

UK. They consist of 17 Goals for sustainable prosperity and equality across the globe (See 

Appendix 1). Each goal has a set of targets to be achieved by 2030. The SDGs were created 

through an inclusive approach that also engaged NGOs, business, and civil society from 

across the world. The SDGs embed the importance of rights in a more concrete, 

fundamental and explicit manner than the MDGs had. 

The 2030 Agenda sets out a “plan of ac*on … for all countries and stakeholders to achieve 

the 17 Goals” (UNGA, 2015:5) and outlines the manner in which the SDGs should be seen in 

terms of being integrated and indivisible and should affirm the Universal Declara*on of 

Human Rights (UDHR, 1948). Important for this research, the 2030 Agenda (2015) affirms 

the centrality of the fulfilment of rights as an enduring principle through its 

acknowledgment of the importance of the tone set within the founding UN Charter of 1945 

(UN, 1945).  

The 2030 Agenda further builds on the principle of human rights in a stronger more inclusive 

manner by recognising not just adults, but also the important role of the involvement of all 

individuals, including children. It acknowledges the agency and involvement across diverse 

groups by commiqng to the opening of the UN Charter (1945) that is rooted in ‘We the 

Peoples’: as such, the 2030 Agenda dovetails nicely with its core idea of no-one being leg 

behind, discussed in sec*on 2.4.2. 
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The SDGs therefore may be understood as an evolu*on from the opening words of the 1945 

Charter. Given the developments in society since then, the SDGs reflect an inclusive 

approach. They are intertwined with the interna*onal human rights law framework, started 

in 1948 by seqng out a range of obliga*ons for states, par*cularly with respect to children 

(CRC, 1989). SDGs are discussed directly in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 in rela*on to my research 

ques*ons (RQs). 

2.3 Rights and children 

2.3.1 Background 

Before 1948, the way a state treated its own ci*zens was not a maJer of concern for other 

states. However, in the UDHR (1948) the United Na*ons General Assembly (UNGA) set out 

core principles that should apply to all human beings without any discrimina*on on grounds 

“such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, poli*cal or other opinion, na*onal or social 

origin, property, birth or other status” (UDHR, 1948, Ar*cle 2 ). Although merely a 

Declara*on of the UNGA and, as such, not binding, the UDHR has led to the promulga*on of 

trea*es that bind states par*es (ICESCR, 1966; CEDAW, 1979; CRPD, 2006; CRC, 1989). States 

have to respect, protect, and fulfil these rights, which are universal, indivisible, 

interdependent and interrelated, for everyone within their territory and jurisdic*on (Eide, 

1987; UN, 1993). 

The UN Conven*on on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989), signed and ra*fied by the UK, 

places obliga*ons on states to uphold children’s rights (Lansdown, 2010).The Preamble to 

the CRC has been viewed as important in jus*fying a moral case for the importance of rights 

for children and for childhood, with the inclusion of the terms “inherent dignity” and 

“inalienable rights … of all members of the human family” (Freeman, 2019:17). I would 

further suggest that the CRC, Ar*cle 3, regarding the paramountcy of the best interests of 

the child, if implemented in prac*ce, reflects the principles of respect, protec*on and 

fulfilment of rights. 

The 2030 Agenda, although acknowledging its principles are based on rights, would have 

been even more powerful in mee*ng the SDGs and fulfilling children’s rights if it had made 

greater use across the document of the importance of the CRC (1989).  The CRC, ra*fied by 
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every state in the world except the USA, recognises childhood as en*tled to special care and 

assistance and the need for posi*ve interven*ons to uphold the centrality of children’s 

rights (CRC, 1989). Thus, the CRC is a parallel set of universal obliga*ons alongside the UDHR 

and the SDGs. The responsibility of member states in achieving the SDGs is to respect, 

protect and promote human rights and dignity and that must include all children (UNGA, 

2015). 

For Nolan (2020), the SDGs are a crucial framework in which to address child poverty and, if 

implemented effec*vely, should advance children’s rights. However, Nolan cau*ons on the 

limita*ons of the SDGs, as they are not binding on member states in the way that rights are 

under interna*onal law. As Nolan suggests, although limi*ng effec*veness, they may 

nevertheless encourage member states to be willing to take on the Agenda’s vision. The 

2030 Agenda is therefore seen as important in terms of offering a framework and narra*ve 

regarding global challenges that could be used to apply influence at a na*onal and 

interna*onal level (Fukuda-Parr, 2019). Thus, despite the SDGs not imposing binding legal 

obliga*ons on member states, there are targets which, when coupled with the VNR 

mechanism, ensure a method by which to evaluate state compliance and indirectly hold 

them to account. 

A limita*on of the earlier Millennium Development Goals was the focus on human 

development in developing countries, whereas the SDGs apply to all countries. The 2030 

Agenda has been regarded as more comprehensive vis-à-vis children and their rights 

(Dornan, 2017). Although rights underpin the 2030 Agenda, there is no comprehensive 

mapping of all the SDGs to the UDHR (1948) or other United Na*ons mul*lateral 

interna*onal human rights norms, especially the CRC (1989). If this had been provided at the 

outset, I suggest this would have given greater signpos*ng to member states as to the 

interlinking of SDGs and state obliga*ons to fulfil the rights of all ci*zens. Furthermore, it 

would have given a stronger direc*on at both na*onal and interna*onal level to 

governments when undertaking implementa*on of the SDGs. However, a useful, if perhaps 

underused interac*ve tool that shows the synergy between the CRC Ar*cles and the SDGs 

was produced on behalf of UNICEF to show how integrated and interdependent the SDGs 

and the CRC are, has been provided by Wernham (2016). A mapping across between the 

SDGs and all human rights has also been undertaken (OHCHR, 2016). 
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Thus, when looking at the SDGs and their implementa*on as 2030 approaches, human rights 

provide a framework for judging how far a state has managed to meet those goals. In my 

thesis, Poverty SDG-1, needs to be seen in the context of, for example, the right to an 

adequate standard of living and the right to educa*on (ICESCR, 1966, Ar*cles 11-14) and 

always implemented in a non-discriminatory manner, which applies as much to children as 

anyone else. 

2.3.2 Rights and obliga/ons 

The centrality of rights and their implementa*on are considered vital in progressing towards 

the fulfilment of the SDGs by 2030 (UNGA, 2015). Rights have this posi*on due to the near 

global ra*fica*on and incorpora*on. The 2030 Agenda highlights the ‘responsibili*es’ of all 

states to “respect, protect and promote human rights” (UNGA, 2015:6). Arguably using the 

term ‘responsibili*es’ in the 2030 Agenda limited states’ obliga*ons to uphold rights. 

Williams & Blaiklock (2016) suggest that if the 2030 Agenda had incorporated the term 

obliga*on with more rigour in the text, it would have helped reinforce links between rights 

and the SDGs. Sengupta (2018) also makes a per*nent point in rela*on to textual decisions 

rela*ng to the UN Agenda and Poverty SDG-1: 

It feels wrong that the 2030 Agenda re-commits states to realising their 
interna*onal human rights obliga*ons on the one hand, while sugges*ng, 
on the other, that they need to meet only na*onal benchmarks while 
striving for these goals. (Sengupta, 2018:14) 

I suggest that greater clarity and consistency is needed across UN documents issued to 

states to avoid confusion and to reinforce state obliga*ons to fulfil implementa*on of the 

rights of everyone. This would in turn give a clearer steer to states, such as the UK, when 

wri*ng the VNRs. 

UN human rights treaty bodies issue General Comments (GCs) concerning Conven*ons, 

including the CRC (1989). They use the term obliga*ons vis-à-vis states, such as GC5 

regarding the implementa*on of the CRC (CRC/GC 5, 2003). The purpose of GCs is to aid 

states, including the UK, to interpret Conven*ons and iden*fy obliga*ons. My thesis aims, in 

part, to explore consistency in mee*ng state obliga*ons within the UKVNR of progress 
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towards Poverty SDG-1, Educa*on SDG-4 and children’s rights. This is underpinned by an 

understanding of the UN Conven*ons, par*cularly the CRC, and, where appropriate, GCs. 

2.3.3 Rights and General Comments (GCs) 

GCs are per*nent to inform the UK regarding children’s rights and mee*ng Poverty SDG-1 

and the interlinking SDGs on Educa*on SDG-4, Food SDG-2, and Health and well-being SDG-

3. For example, there are GCs in rela*on to early childhood, adolescence, health, educa*on, 

disabili*es, best interests of the child, the right to be heard, and public budge*ng. GCs 

enable states to interpret the CRC Ar*cles to aid understanding and implementa*on of the 

Conven*on which is regarded as a dynamic living instrument for protec*ng, fulfilling and 

upholding rights. I agree with Hunt (2016) that GCs can be used by states to act as a bridge 

between Conven*ons, implemen*ng rights, and fulfilling state obliga*ons in prac*ce. Nolan 

(2019a:33) further emphasises the importance of GCs in interpre*ng the CRC and the 

“authorita*ve interpreta*ons” that they give regarding states obliga*ons: for example, 

eradica*ng Poverty SDG-1 in all its dimensions, links to CRC Ar*cle 4, on state obliga*ons to 

provide for the appropriate measures for a child’s rights to economic, social, and cultural 

rights. This in turn needs to be read alongside CRC/GC 19 (2016) regarding states’ 

obliga*ons, which highlights children living in poverty as vulnerable to rights viola*ons. 

CRC/GC 19 (2016) also references the 2030 Agenda and outlines states’ obliga*ons in 

producing public budgets that uphold children rights: 

To achieve budgets that contribute to posi*ve outcomes in terms of 
children’s enjoyment of their rights, States par*es are required to address 
inequali*es among children by reviewing and revising relevant legisla*on, 
policies and programmes, by increasing or repriori*zing certain parts of the 
budget, or improving the effec*veness, efficiency and equity of their 
budgets … (CRC/GC 19, 2016, para 44) 

The obliga*on imposed on states par*es by Ar*cle 4 (CRC, 1989) to realize children’s 

economic, social, and cultural rights “to the maximum extent” also means that they should 

not take deliberate retrogressive measures in rela*on to such rights. States par*es should 

not let the exis*ng level of enjoyment of children’s rights deteriorate.  

It is worth no*ng that guidance and recommenda*ons for states to use GCs to fulfil their 

obliga*ons was produced by CteeRC (UNICEF, 2006) and GC 19 was issued in 2016. 
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Consequently, both were available to the UK government when planning, wri*ng and 

submiqng their VNR. My research analyses how the UKVNR framed its obliga*ons regarding 

the SDGs in rela*on to child poverty, educa*on, and rights. CRC Ar*cle 4 should be 

implemented in rela*on to policies on: sanc*ons to Universal Credit; the 2-child limit to 

benefits; and equal access to non-means tested FSM (see 3.2.3). 

2.4 SDGs, children and their rights 

While SDGs refer to rights, I now highlight how rights are interwoven and underpin SDGs on 

eradica*ng poverty, building inclusive and transforma*ve educa*on, and are core to ‘leaving 

no-one behind’. 

2.4.1 The presence of children 

All the SDGs are relevant to the well-being of children across the world: for example, the 

Goals on ending poverty SDG-1, ending hunger and achieving food security SDG-2, health 

SDG-3, educa*on SDG-4, gender equality SDG-5, and reducing inequali*es SDG-10. Unlike 

the earlier MDGs, encompassing children within the SDG agenda is regarded as an important 

step in recognising how a range of issues and circumstances are related to children’s well-

being and their rights (Minujin and Ferrer, 2016). Only gender equality SDG-5 specifically 

refers to children (‘girls’). 

This thesis is not measuring progress towards mee*ng the SDGs by 2030 but, rather, is 

examining how the UK government framed poverty and its effect on children’s educa*on in 

the UKVNR. Nevertheless, it is worth no*ng that the targets and indicators that should 

shape government thinking on the SDGs do refer to children, childhood, youths, boys and 

girls. While it is not part of this thesis to examine how far indicators are being met, their 

content shows how the dragers thought the per*nent SDG should be understood, helping to 

provide a context for comprehending the extent to which children and their rights are being 

overlooked. As an example, Poverty SDG-1, Target 1.2, Indicator 1.22, refers to “the 

propor*on of children living in poverty in all its dimensions” (UN, 2017:4). The inclusion of 

children within this specific indicator is noteworthy in that it recognises the impact that 

poverty has on children and not just as an adjunct to adult poverty. Moreover, the Agenda 

overall recognises that the impact on children, regarding issues of poverty, inequality, and 

educa*on, is greater than that experienced by adults (Minujin and Ferrer, 2016). With 



16 

respect to Educa*on SDG-4, Target 4.1 concerns the importance of comple*ng quality 

educa*on that is free, and equitable for all girls and boys that leads to effec*ve outcomes. 

While Indicator 4.5.1 requires:  

[parity] indices (female/male, rural/urban, boJom/top wealth quin*le and 
others such as disability status, …) for all educa*on indicators on this list 
that can be disaggregated. (UN, 2017:8) 

In terms of gender SDG-5, the 2030 Agenda refers to girls more than boys. The difference in 

emphasis reflects the acknowledgement by the United Na*ons of the impact of gender 

inequality experienced by females across the globe. The 2030 Agenda considers the 

fulfilment of rights as an important vehicle to address such inequali*es. This emphasis on 

access to equality and rights of women and girls is highlighted in Goal 5 Achieve gender 

equality and empower all women and girls: 

The achievement of full human poten*al and of sustainable development is 
not possible if one half of humanity con*nues to be denied its full human 
rights and opportuni*es. Women and girls must enjoy equal access to 
quality educa*on, economic resources, and poli*cal par*cipa*on. (UNGA, 
2015:41) 

Furthermore, more children living in lone parent households experience poverty in the UK 

than children growing up in households with two parents (Padley and Stone, 2022), with 

women more likely to be a lone parent (BenneJ and Daly, 2014), and lone mothers with 

young children highlighted in the UK Millennium Cohort study as experiencing poverty 

(Bradshaw and Holmes, 2010). Intersec*ng issues, such as employment paJerns and family 

commitments, lack of affordable and available childcare, the gender pay gap and low pay, 

and changes to the benefits system, can all play a cumula*ve role in the dynamics of poverty 

experienced by women and their children (Reis, 2018). 

The success of the SDGs will only be achieved by acknowledging the interconnec*ons 

between the various SDGs: for example, how Poverty SDG-1 is linked with achieving progress 

in Health SDG-3, Educa*on SDG-4, Gender Equality SDG-5, and Reduced Inequali*es SDG-10, 

(Pradhan et al., 2017). 
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2.4.2 Leave No One Behind (LNOB) 

A key aspect of the 2030 Agenda is to no-one should be leg behind. An earlier version of this 

concept was provided in an NGO report on child poverty that offered a framework for 

building on the previous MDGs (Save the Children, 2012). The need to realise the 

implementa*on of human rights, and to acknowledge that to understand the complexity of 

poverty as experienced by women and children, there needed to be a realisa*on of “… the 

millions of people leg behind …”  (Save the Children, 2012:2). The concept of LNOB and the 

broad groups it encompassed was taken up and included in the broad consulta*ons leading 

to the 2030 Agenda (Fukuda-Parr and Hegstad, 2019) and used as a key tenet to set the tone 

of expecta*on on member states, including when they are engaging in VNRs: 

[VNRs] will be people-centred, gender-sensi*ve, respect human rights and 
have a par*cular focus on the poorest, most vulnerable and those furthest 
behind (UNGA, 2015:31) 

LNOB is more complex on examina*on, making it less straighiorward to put into prac*ce. 

Nevertheless, the inclusion of the phrase LNOB in documents aimed at a wide range of 

interna*onal audiences does allow a simple narra*ve to be woven through text that is 

aJemp*ng to outline complex global issues. LNOB provides a shorthand that is used by 

stakeholders, including member states in their VNRs, when trying to present an inclusive 

environment necessary for successful implementa*on of the SDGs. However, it is 

problema*c if LNOB is used as a sound bite, with liJle or no explana*on or jus*fica*on as to 

who is leG behind, and, more importantly, why have they been leg behind. This is because 

the 2030 Agenda expects states to fulfil the other aspect of the pledge regarding the 

impera*ve to reach the furthest behind first. The 2030 Agenda is an interna*onal framework 

and, as such, countries may answer who is leg behind differently depending on na*onal 

context (Stuart et al., 2016), but states have agreed that they will priori*ze the most 

vulnerable, the furthest behind, first. 

Rights are key to considering the extent to which the SDGs are addressed and implemented 

globally; for example, Williams & Hunt, (2017) concluded that monitoring and accountability 

of ‘Health and well-being SDG-3’, and its associated targets and indicators, is not consistently 

understood or undertaken. Their work iden*fied gaps in fulfilling the right to health when 

mapped against the SDG targets and indicators of success. Nevertheless, the full realisa*on 
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of rights with the fulfilment of the SDGs remains an ongoing discourse. Equality and rights 

are seen as central to the underpinnings and success of SDGs and, in par*cular, the premise 

that “no one is leg behind” (UNGA, 2015:1). 

The 2030 Agenda does emphasise that member states should take account of the following: 

We emphasize the responsibili*es of all States, in conformity with the 
Charter of the United Na*ons, to respect, protect and promote human 
rights and fundamental freedoms for all, without dis*nc*on of any kind as 
to race, colour, sex, language, religion, poli*cal or other opinion, na*onal or 
social origin, property, birth, disability or other status. (emphasis added) 
(UNGA, 2015:6) 

However, the vagueness of LNOB has allowed a broad interpreta*on by states within their 

VNRs (Fukuda-Parr & Hegstad, 2019). In their defini*on of groups whose rights should be 

respected, protected and promoted, the 2030 Agenda finishes with an umbrella term other 

status but does not provide a clear defini*on of what that might mean or which groups or 

individuals might fit under the other status umbrella. I suggest the inclusion of the term 

other status is useful as it allows groups and individuals that may otherwise to be 

overlooked or viewed as an appendage to another group, to have a vehicle to seek a righiul 

inclusion. For example, it encompasses the considera*on of the status of age and, within the 

context of my research, the status of children and childhood to be given a more central 

posi*oning when examining the UKVNR’s interpreta*on and implementa*on of the SDGs.  

The 2030 Agenda uses the concept LNOB to signify the importance of viewing development 

outcomes between and within countries and acknowledges that marginalisa*on of groups 

can be intersec*onal and lead to discrimina*on and inequality and the marginalised and the 

vulnerable must be empowered (UNGA, 2015). However, if LNOB is viewed without regard 

for the fulfilment of human rights, including the implementa*on of children’s rights, then 

the spirit of the 2030 Agenda and the implementa*on of the SDGs will not have been 

understood or achieved.  

2.5 Education, Poverty, Children and the UKVNR 

The UKVNR is the official governmental response to the UN’s request to provide progress 

reports on mee*ng the 2030 Agenda and includes all Four Na*ons. The Scoqsh and Welsh 



19 

administra*ons produced supplementary reports to be viewed in conjunc*on with the 

UKVNR. NI did not produce a supplementary report. 

This sec*on addresses the core elements of my thesis: educa*on, poverty, children within 

the UKVNR. Educa*on, poverty and children are all interrelated in a complex manner that 

does not allow for a single linear explana*on. This sec*on raises aspects of that 

interconnectedness and prepares for the fuller examina*on throughout the rest of this 

thesis. 

Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4 are mul*dimensional in their nature; both interlink 

across many aspects of children’s social, economic, and health circumstances that impact on 

their educa*on. In rela*on to understanding poverty and its impact on children, Bessell 

(2022) notes that children, more than any other group, are usually posi*oned within the 

structure and ins*tu*on of the family and schools, with the consequence that their 

individual experiences and knowledge may be lost. Within official documents, such as the 

UKVNR, I suggest that children can easily be subsumed and made less visible when the 

dominant narra*ve within a document is presented via the general umbrella of household 

data or educa*onal targets and outcomes. To avoid losing sight of children, my examina*on 

of the UKVNR is less quan*ta*ve and more qualita*ve in approach. Considera*on is given to 

the rela*onal posi*oning in documents of children in families and educa*onal provision, the 

mul*dimensional nature of poverty and its impact on educa*on and children’s rights. 

There are similari*es when considering the status and agency of children in rela*on to 

educa*on and poverty. Children have liJle say over where they live or where they will 

aJend educa*onal provision, the two ogen going hand in hand, or over the quality of that 

educa*on. Neither do children have any choice over the social economic circumstances and 

environment in which they live or the poli*cal power of vo*ng to influence societal change. 

Children are thus dependent on the adults around them and the state to provide an 

environment that upholds their rights. States should make decisions affec*ng their 

childhood based on the principle of the best interests of the child shall be a primary 

considera*on (CRC, 1989, Ar*cle 3). 
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Educa*on impacts on children’s lives at an individual level directly in terms of acquiring 

knowledge and skills which enable them to develop their abili*es to their full poten*al. 

Educa*on, in turn, can impact on the development and realisa*on of capabili*es and 

choices throughout childhood and into adulthood. Peleg (2013, 2019) notes how the child’s 

right to development is fundamental to enabling the child to have op*ons, choices and 

freedom in life. The right to educa*on and its implementa*on should, Peleg argues, support 

development and enable the child to fulfil poten*al that can only be achieved when duty 

bearers, including the state, protect children’s rights, including when they take decisions and 

undertake ac*ons (Peleg, 2013). A posi*ve educa*onal experience can enhance well-being 

and quality of life, including health and well-being. Educa*on also benefits wider society 

when ci*zens are educated and healthy, contribu*ng and par*cipa*ng economically and 

socially (Schuller et al., 2007). However, in the same way that educa*on can have a posi*ve 

impact on people’s lives individually, unequal access to high quality educa*on can reinforce 

and maintain inequali*es, thus restric*ng opportuni*es (Schuller et al., 2007). 

The right to educa*on is provided for in a range of interna*onal instruments that have been 

adopted and/or ra*fied by the UK government. The UDHR (1948, Ar*cle 26) emphasises that 

educa*on concerns the full development of the human personality and the respect for 

human rights. The Interna*onal Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 

1966, Ar*cle 13) a binding treaty, went on to emphasise that educa*on is the right of 

everyone and is also concerned with full development of and dignity of all. Lundy & O’Lynn 

(2019) note that the right to educa*on was further endorsed and importantly, made child 

specific, with the implementa*on of Ar*cle 28 of CRC (1989), which focuses on access to 

educa*on, and Ar*cle 29, that deals with the aims of educa*on. To help states implement 

the right to educa*on, the UN has issued guidance via General Comments. For example, CRC 

General Comment No.1: The Aims of Educa*on. It notes that: 

Children do not lose their human rights by virtue of passing through the 
school gates. Thus, for example, educa*on must be provided in a way that 
respects the inherent dignity of the child and enables the child to express 
his or her views freely in accordance with ar*cle 12(1) [UNCRC] and to 
par*cipate in school life …. A child’s capacity to par*cipate fully and 
responsibly in a free society can be impaired or undermined not only by 



21 

outright denial of access to educa*on, but also by a failure to promote an 
understanding of the values recognized in this ar*cle. (CRC/GC 1, 2001:3). 

Across the UK, children may have experienced early years provision that focuses on the care 

and educa*onal needs of pre-school children before moving into compulsory primary and 

secondary educa*on, with access to further educa*on and training up un*l the age of 

eighteen. 

Compulsory educa*on in the UK is universal and free at the point of access. However, 

different circumstances, which may intersect, such as children’s social and economic 

background, special educa*onal needs, gender, and ethnicity can all impact on the 

educa*on and learning experience. Just as educa*on is not exclusive to children, the same 

can be said of the experience of poverty. However, children have been iden*fied as having 

higher risks of experiencing poverty in the UK compared to the whole popula*on, and the 

risk increases for families with three or more children (JRF, 2023).  

Finally, the 2030 Agenda starts with the word “transforming” (UNGA, 2015:1). In 2016, 

governments adopted the Incheon Declara*on for Educa*on 2030 (UNESCO, 2016) to 

capture the importance of the transforma*ve nature of educa*on, with Educa*on SDG-4 a 

driver for development. The Incheon Declara*on outlined the purpose of educa*on as very 

far-reaching, in that not only is educa*on a public good, but it is essen*al for human 

fulfilment based on human rights and dignity. It is a way of achieving employment and the 

eradica*on of poverty. The Incheon Declara*on makes clear that Educa*on SDG-4 can only 

be achieved if inclusion, equity, and quality of educa*on are part of a transforma*ve 

educa*on agenda, and to this end, exclusion, marginalisa*on and issues of access and 

par*cipa*on of the disadvantaged, are addressed. Like Schuller et al. (2007), the Incheon 

Declara*on also links the important role that educa*on plays in developing key areas across 

the life course, impac*ng on health outcomes for the individual and across genera*ons, 

gender equality, the promo*on of inclusion, and rights of people with disabili*es, as well as 

impac*ng on produc*vity and employment. UNICEF, in a joint report with ILO (ILO-UNICEF, 

2019), also highlight the importance of educa*on in the fulfilment of SDGs, reinforcing that 

educa*on is a human right and has a role to play in reducing poverty and inequality and 

empowering children.  
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This sec*on has indicated the links between poverty and educa*on and how they impact on 

children’s lives and on their futures. It shows the interconnectedness of rights obliga*ons of 

states and how the 2023 Agenda, especially Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, rooted in 

human rights can be transforma*ve for children. 

2.6 Summary 

My research focuses, in the main, on what I believe to be the under-researched area of 

Poverty SDG-1, and Educa*on SDG-4 in rela*on to the UKVNR (2019) with respect to 

children in the UK. My inten*on is to add to the body of academic knowledge in rela*on to 

the VNRs with an original contribu*on to knowledge by focusing on the understanding of 

poverty within the UKVNR and the impact of poverty on children’s educa*on and their 

rights. 

SDGs become real only when considering the groups that should not be leg behind by 

reference to the interna*onal human rights law framework. Thus, in this research, the focus 

is on children and their rights in rela*on to educa*on, as set out especially in the CRC (1989) 

because of the concentrated period of access to educa*on in childhood, and how Educa*on 

SDG-4 has to be seen alongside the other SDGs, in par*cular Poverty SDG-1. This thesis will 

make clear the symbio*c rela*onship between rights and SDGs so that children, in this case, 

are not leg behind. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

My literature review seeks to underpin my three research ques*ons (RQs) set out in Chapter 

1 (1.2.1), and Chapters 6-8, research analysis and discussion. Just to recap, my research 

considers: the framing of poverty in the UKVNR, how that framing impacts on children 

including the impact of poverty on educa*on, and how prominent are children’s rights 

within the UKVNR. Ager seqng out the content under review, I then explore the literature 

that provides the context for the methodology, analysis and discussion. As Braun and Clarke 

(2022) note, discussion and analysis, and thus the associated literature, can be combined. 

The review has four areas  

• Introduc*on (3.1) 

o Approaching my Literature Review (3.1.1) 

o Framing the search (3.1.2) 

• Child Poverty in the UK (3.2) 

o Framing poverty, including child poverty (3.2.1) 

o Development of the UK poverty narra*ve (3.2.2) 

o Impact of poverty (3.2.3) 

• Voluntary Na*onal Reviews (VNRs) as a Research Resource (3.3) 

o Using Voluntary Na*onal Reviews (3.3.1) 

o Human rights and the SDGs in VNRs (3.3.2) 

• Visibility of children in research (3.4) 

• Summary (3.5) 

3.1.1 Framing the search 

It became clear to me that the wide scope of academic literature across a broad range of 

disciplines, including economics, poli*cs, social work and educa*on, to name but a few, have 

all had some input into the discourse on considering the framing of poverty. Narrowing this 

down to make it manageable for the scope of this thesis involved search words and terms 

for poverty, child poverty, sustainable development goals, educa*on, early years, 
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par*cipa*on, rights, nutri*on, and VNRs. I then linked poverty, educa*on and the SDGs, 

rights and the capability approach. 

I only used literature that was published in English but with no exclusion based on 

geographical area. My review is made up of peer reviewed journal ar*cles and chapters in 

academic textbooks, along with Grey literature, for example, United Na*ons documents 

such as UN conven*ons, UN General Comments, UN CommiJee on the Rights of the Child 

reports, UN Rapporteur reports, as well as non-governmental reports. The databases used 

were ERIC, EBSCO, SocINDEX and JSTOR. Dates ranged from 1945 (Charter of United Na*ons) 

through to 2025, but were mainly concentrated on approximately 10 years up to the 

publica*on of the UKVNR (2019) and the subsequent years un*l the end of the Conserva*ve 

government in 2024. The strands of the literature review encompass child poverty in the UK, 

including the framing of poverty, the development of the UK poverty narra*ve and the 

impact of poverty on children. How voluntary na*onal reviews have been used as a research 

resource is considered. The literature review also highlights the visibility of children in 

research who experience poverty. Excluded literature were those studies focusing on 

par*cular groups of children, for example, those with special educa*on needs, children in 

the care of the local authority, children from ethnic minori*es, children in poor housing. 

In addi*on to pure academic texts, there is other material wriJen by experts working within 

the United Na*ons, ogen by leading academics, that is directly relevant to human rights, the 

SDGs, poverty and educa*on. The membership of the United Na*ons CommiJee on the 

Rights of the Child (CteeRC) that drags the General Comments referred to in this thesis 

include academics from across the world; this material adds expert depth and insight. 

What to include or exclude has been part of my reflec*ve process, trying to be aware of my 

own unconscious bias and influence of my social work, teaching, and personal background. 

My reflexive approach, having looked at the principal sources for overlapping materials and 

commentary, has allowed me to root my analysis, the influence of which is seen throughout 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8, in the seminal sources coupled with the works that address VNRs and 

their content vis-à-vis poverty and educa*on and rights. 
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3.2 Child Poverty in the UK 

3.2.1 Framing poverty, including child poverty  

In rela*on to children, it is useful to note that Poverty SDG-1 is concerned with ending 

poverty in all its forms everywhere for everyone, with a Target given to all states for ending 

extreme poverty by 2030 (Poverty SDG-1.1) and another target that expressly includes 

children, not just adults: 

By 2030, reduce at least by half the propor*on of men, women and 
children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions according to 
na/onal defini/ons (SDG-1, 1.2, UNGA, 2015:15) 

Target 1.2 of Poverty SDG-1 is noteworthy. First, it recognises that children of all ages, not 

just adults, experience poverty (Chzhen et al., 2018a; Roelen, 2015). Secondly, by 

emphasising poverty in all its dimensions, it acknowledges the mul*dimensional nature of 

poverty, and not one limited to measuring extreme poverty (Dornan, 2017). I would add that 

the inclusion within the Target 1.2 of both children and dimensions of poverty recognises 

that children are not solely an appendage to adults, acknowledging the status of an easily 

overlooked group. Next, it recognises that children may experience poverty differently. 

Lastly, recognising that poverty should be defined according to na/onal defini/ons, Target 

1.2 acknowledges that poverty occurs in both rich and poor countries (Chzhen et al., 2018a). 

The UN, recognising that there may well be a range of defini*ons across countries, offers the 

2030 Agenda as an interna*onal framework, but success in delivery is in the hands of 

na*onal governments (Dornan, 2017). 

The framing of child poverty in the UKVNR (2019:29-30) comes from official poverty 

es*mates provided by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) via its annual UK survey 

of approximately 20,000 Households Below Average Income (HBAI). The survey looks at 

household income, earnings, benefits, before housing costs (BHC) and ager housing costs 

(AHC). Using the HBAI figures, rela*ve poverty is defined as a line set at 60% of the median 

UK household income in that par*cular year. Absolute poverty is defined as living in a 

household with income less than 60% of the median for 2010/11 adjusted for infla*on. 

There are strengths to such measures in that it provides an accessible way to monitor 

poverty rates across the years, including those of children, that can be used as a comparison 
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between countries with a similar Gross Domes*c Product (Lister, 2021; Nolan and Pells, 

2020).  

The limita*on of using the HBAI data to define poverty in rela*on to children is that the 

focus within the HBAI is on household income and children are not visible when poverty is 

both measured and defined in monetary terms (Nolan and Pells, 2020). Another limita*on is 

that it gives liJle insight into intra-household inequali*es in terms of how money and 

resources are distributed between adults, between adults and children, and between 

children in terms of age or gender (Rodríguez Takeuchi, 2015). 

In addi*on, children, due to age, maturity or status, may have liJle input into the alloca*on 

of resources, therefore, household income alone may not reveal fully children’s experiences 

of poverty (Chzhen et al., 2018; Main, 2019; White et al., 2002). When the emphasis is on 

household income, there is concern that policy responses to poverty will not be child-

centred (Bessell, 2022). Taking this further, I argue that some of the decisions families may 

have to make regarding the distribu*on of money and resources may be due to the nega*ve 

impact of government policies, such as the two-child limit on access to certain benefits 

(Reader et al., 2022; Segon et al., 2019). 

Another measure of poverty is the Minimum Income Standard (MIS) that frames poverty in 

rela*on to society. Developed by the Joseph Rowntree Founda*on in collabora*on with 

Loughborough University, it is based on what the public think is needed for a dignified 

socially acceptable standard of living. It considers that people need more than just food, 

clothing and housing, but also having what you need to have choices and opportuni*es to 

par*cipate in society. People living below 75% of MIS are at a higher risk of depriva*on than 

those with income above MIS (Padley and Stone, 2023). Such an approach allows a broader 

framing of poverty as rela*onal to the society in which you live (Townsend, 1979). An 

indicator such as MIS, using what the public think is an acceptable standard of living, 

highlights a higher income is needed than would be suggested by offical poverty lines. If 

taken into account in addi*on to HBAI, a more sensi*ve and effec*ve policy response to 

poverty may be possible. 
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The academic literature on poverty takes a broader view of how to frame poverty. Townsend 

in his seminal ‘Poverty in the United Kingdom’ explains this broad concep*on: 

Poverty can be defined objec*vely and applied consistently only in terms of 
the concept of rela*ve depriva*on …. Individuals, families and groups in the 
popula*on can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to 
obtain the types of diet, par*cipate in the ac*vi*es and have the living 
condi*ons and ameni*es which are customary, or are at least widely 
encouraged or approved, in the socie*es to which they belong. Their 
resources are so seriously below those commanded by the average 
individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living 
paJerns, customs and ac*vi*es. (Townsend, 1979:31) 

The UK Child Poverty Ac*on Group (CPAG website) refer to Townsend’s (1979) defini*on of 

poverty on their website. 

Having the right tools to measure who should be deemed poor does not fully explore the 

consequences for those experiencing poverty (Lister, 2015). The lack of capacity to 

par*cipate is especially relevant to the connec*on between Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on 

SDG-4, Ensuring inclusive and equitable quality educa*on (emphasis added) (UNGA, 2015). 

Townsend’s broad concep*on, while different in approach, aligns with Sen’s defini*on of 

poverty and its relevance to the capability approach, more fully discussed in the next 

chapter. For Sen, income poverty in and of itself is not the sole focus – poverty must be 

understood in terms of not being able to achieve capabili*es, “… to reach certain minimally 

acceptable levels” (Sen, 1992:109). Simpson Reeves et al. (2020) argue that Townsend and 

Sen have changed the understanding of poverty to involve more than simply income, but 

also its mul*dimensional nature and its impact on lives.  

A mul*demensional approach to framing poverty also needs to take into account the 

situa*on of children. The UN General Assembly Resolu*on on the rights of the child 

recognised:  

… that children living in poverty are deprived of nutri*on, water and 
sanita*on facili*es, access to basic health-care services, shelter, educa*on, 
par*cipa*on and protec*on, and that while a severe lack of goods and 
services hurts every human being, it is most threatening and harmful to 
children, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, to reach their full 
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poten*al and to par*cipate as full members of society. (UNGA Res, 2007, 
para 46) 

Nandy and Minujin (2012) consider that the above interna*onally agreed defini*on of child 

poverty was significant in highligh*ng to governments the need to recognise how poverty in 

all its dimensions impacts on children and their rights (6.3, 7.2). 

For UNICEF: 

Children living in poverty [are those who] experience depriva*on of the 
material, spiritual and emo*onal resources needed to survive, develop and 
thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, achieve their full poten*al 
or par*cipate as full and equal members of society. (UNICEF, 2005:18) 

Minujin et al. (2006) note that UNICEF’s defini*on highlights the interrelated nature of child 

poverty and the need for a rights based approach to address inequali*es and to recognise 

how poverty in all its dimensions impacts on children and their rights. 

I suggest that given SDG-1’s call to consider poverty in all its dimensions, the above two 

defini*ons make children and their rights more visible when framing poverty. Lister suggests 

that there cannot be a single ‘correct’ defini*on, there will always be an element of poli*cal 

choice (Lister, 2021:14). Commen*ng on Townsend and Sen, amongst others, her conclusion 

on defini*ons is that any defini*on of poverty: 

… needs to be understood within a wider social scien*fic framework 
concerning ‘well-being’, ‘capabili*es’, ‘human flourishing’, ‘quality of life’ 
and ‘social quality’ so as not to gheJoize poverty in a residual category of 
liJle or nor apparent import to wider society. (Lister, 2021:43)  

In sum, while there are mechanisms to frame poverty that are crucial to understand what 

needs to be addressed, it needs to be borne in mind that different disciplines bring their 

own perspec*ves, as will be seen throughout the thesis. However, as I highlight in my 

research, relying in part on the CRC (1989), one also has to bring in the voice of those with 

lived experience of poverty, and that includes children (Lister, 2013). 

3.2.2 Development of the UK poverty narra/ve 

In 2010, the Labour government, recognising growing concern over increasing child poverty, 

introduced the Child Poverty Act (CPA) (Crown, 2010a). It set targets for the reduc*on of the 
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percentage of children living in rela*ve low income, combined low income and material 

depriva*on, absolute low income, and persistent poverty, (now superseded by the HBAI 

measurement). The implementa*on of this legisla*on was influenced by New Labour’s 

welfare of work approach as a means of tackling child poverty (Newman, 2001). Under the 

CPA (Crown, 2010a), it became the responsibility of the Secretary of State to produce a child 

poverty strategy repor*ng regularly on its progress, enabled through the establishment of a 

Child Poverty Commission, later renamed under the then Coali*on Government as the Social 

Mobility and Child Poverty Commission. 

The Conserva*ve Government replaced the CPA with the Welfare Reform and Work Act 

(Crown, 2016). The laJer legisla*on renamed the Child Poverty Act (2010a) to the Life 

Chances Act (2010). However, Calder (2018:8) argues that the change in the *tle of the 

legisla*on was not just an “… innocent change in terminology…” but was used to redirect 

the focus from wider economic and structural issues to focus on the individual and families. 

The Welfare and Reform Act (2016) removed the child poverty targets and replaced them 

with indicators, not targets, of household worklessness and children’s educa*onal 

achievement at sixteen. The premise was that paid work and not a reliance on benefits 

would address poverty and in par*cular, child poverty. The move to using indicators rather 

than targets in rela*on to child poverty may make it harder to gain a comprehensive view of 

the situa*on that may hinder holding the government to account: 

Poverty measurement is highly poli*cal: what is measured and reported on 
is what enables governments to be held to account, and in turn drives 
policy (Stewart and Roberts, 2019:540) 

The points made by both Calder (2018) and Stewart and Roberts (2019) offer insight into the 

importance of recognising how terminology and defini*ons are presented in understanding 

the differing narra*ves and framing of poverty. For example, it is not that the including the 

term ‘life chances’ within the context of legisla*on and strategies is not welcomed, but that 

any strategy may only become effec*ve if the connec*on between life chances and poverty 

is made. They cannot be addressed separately, nor without a comprehensive strategy that 

includes the ending of child poverty. 
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However, the requirement to have a child poverty strategy was also removed from the 

legisla*on and the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission was replaced with the 

Mobility Commission. The need for a cross-party child poverty strategy to be once again 

implemented has been recommended in a review of child poverty in the UK by the Work 

and Pensions CommiJee (2021). It is interes*ng to note that it was government ministers in 

the cross-party review that called for the reinstatement of a na*onal strategy. 

Using the term ‘worklessness’ as a principal indicator under the (renamed) Life Chances Act 

(2010a) is worth further examina*on, in terms of the impact it has on the narra*ve and 

framing of poverty and the restricted understanding that such an umbrella term provides 

when seeking to implement policies that are aimed, in part, addressing child poverty. 

Wiggan (2012) suggests this can result in feelings of s*gma and penalise the unemployed 

rather than trea*ng people in a dignified manner. As Lister explains: 

So long as the poverty debate is framed by poli*cians and the media in 
terms that treat people living with poverty as ‘the Other’, so that they 
con*nue to be shamed, the recogni*on and respect for human dignity 
required by a human rights perspec*ve are unlikely to be achieved. (Lister, 
2015:159) 

The framing of worklessness limits understanding of why people may be unable to access 

paid work such as childcare. The austerity cuts also impacted on the provision of services, 

par*cularly in the most deprived areas, that are needed by families with children (Webb et 

al., 2022). Again, it is useful to see these challenges in rela*on to inclusive and equitable 

Educa*on SDG-4, Target 4.2, “… access to quality early childhood care and educa*on 

provision …” (UNGA, 2015:17). 

In sum, the government put no comprehensive assessment in place regarding the impact 

polices such as the benefit cap and restric*ons on accessing child benefit, that flow from the 

2016 legisla*on, nor any evidence that such policies lead to the objec*ve of the legisla*on, 

which was to increase employment and reduce poverty, including child poverty (Abrahams, 

2021). 
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3.2.3 Impact of poverty 

Condi1onality and poverty 

The experience of poverty is further exacerbated by the Welfare Reform Act (2012) imposing 

condi*ons that must be adhered to or risk restric*ons and sanc*ons on claiming benefits 

(Williams, 2021). These condi*ons may keep people in poverty or push them into it 

(Cheetham et al., 2019). The condi*onality aspect of accessing benefits once again has a 

dispropor*onately nega*ve impact on lone mothers and their children when there is a lack 

of affordable childcare and only low paid employment available (Carey and Bell, 2022). I 

argue that condi*onality to accessing benefits fails to recognise the human rights of both 

women and children to their social and economic rights under ICESCR (1966). 

In addi*on, implemen*ng condi*onality on adults has had uninten*onal consequences on 

children. A failure by the UK Government to take a child-centred approach to policies 

resulted in children being excluded and becoming invisible (Bessell, 2022). Nonetheless, the 

resul*ng poverty impacts on children and parents. In 2019, Professor Alston, then UN 

Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, on a UK visit, concluded in 

rela*on to condi*onality and Universal Credit (UC) that the government had imposed 

puni*ve condi*ons on “… the lives of those least capable of coping” “… over a genuine 

concern to improve the well-being of those at the lowest economic levels of Bri*sh society” 

(Alston, 2019:5). What is interes*ng to note in rela*on to Alston’s conclusions is that they 

were made in part, ager gathering informa*on from face-to-face discussions with people 

with lived experience of poverty from across the Four Na*ons. The final report submiJed to 

both the UK Government and the UN (Alston, 2019) recognised the importance of the 

par*cipa*on of many sectors of society, including the voices of the ogen marginalised 

members of society. In doing so, Alston’s report highlighted and documented, in a way not 

evident in the UKVNR (2019), the lived experience of the daily hardship encountered 

because of poverty exacerbated by government policies. 

When considered in rela*on to the 2030 Agenda, and the principle of Leave No One Behind 

(LNOB) (UNGA, 2015), condi*onality within the UK legisla*on amounts to indirect nega*ve 

impact on the implementa*on of human rights (ICESCR, 1966) and specifically Ar*cle 27 CRC 

(1989) regarding the child’s right to an adequate standard of living. If the condi*onality of 
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accessing benefits con*nues to be implemented in the current puni*ve manner, the UK will 

find it very difficult to meet Poverty SDG-1 by 2030. 

Poverty and Educa1on SDG-4 

Poverty and the resul*ng inequali*es in childhood have implica*ons and consequences on 

children’s outcomes (Wickham et al., 2016). The UK longitudinal Millennium Cohort Study 

has shown the impact of poverty on children’s early cogni*ve development. Looking at 

children aged three, five, and seven, poverty was shown to have a nega*ve impact on 

cogni*ve development compared with children who had never experienced poverty 

(Dickerson and Popli, 2016; Schoon et al., 2012).  

A wide range of skills are needed to be able to access and par*cipate fully in educa*on, not 

confined to early literacy and numeracy skills, but also communica*on, memory, listening, 

social and emo*onal skills. The nega*ve impact of poverty has been seen to impact on the 

development of such skills when star*ng school, and, if poverty is not addressed, it will 

con*nue to have a nega*ve impact on educa*onal outcomes throughout childhood (Engle 

and Black, 2008; Wickham et al., 2016). 

From 2010-2011, the role of Early Childhood Educa*on and Care (ECEC) provision to counter 

inequali*es had been highlighted in reports to the government (Field, 2010; Allen, 2011). 

Longitudinal research has highlighted that aJending high quality early educa*on provision 

does support children’s development and can play a part in providing a beJer start to school 

for disadvantaged children (Sylva et al., 2010; Melhuish, 2016; Melhuish and Gardiner, 

2018). Access to high quality early years provision may not be able to eliminate the nega*ve 

impact of poverty but may help improve opportuni*es and outcomes for children (Taggart et 

al., 2015; Marmot et al., 2010, 2020). As such, Moss (2020) makes the important point that 

access to high quality ECEC should not be dependent on parental employment needs, but on 

the young child’s right to educa*on. 

However, the aJainment gap remains between children experiencing poverty and those 

who do not, even for children aJending early years provision. Research with ECEC 

prac**oners in the UK and USA (Simpson et al., 2017) explored aqtudes to poverty and 

found that staff felt that ECEC policies emphasised prepara*on and assessment of children 
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against early learning goals, with a lack of *me available for listening to children and 

understanding the context of their lives: 

Many of those responding in our research indicated children in poverty 
were seen but not heard (Simpson et al., 2017:186). 

The research highlights the need for: 

Reasser*ng the importance of pedagogy of listening in the contexts where 
our prac**oners were situated appears necessary if they are to make any 
progress in reducing the aJainment gap between children in poverty and 
their peers. (Simpson et al., 2017:186) 

Access to early years provision has been highlighted within the 2030 Agenda as an important 

vehicle in working against inequali*es exacerbated by poverty (UNGA, 2015). Willow (2014) 

considers the important role that ECEC par**oners have as advocates for children’s rights, 

shown in the way they interact with children, listening and responding to their views, 

sensi*ve to their feelings, providing fulfilling experiences. The research by Simpson et al. 

(2017) raises per*nent points for my thesis when viewed alongside Poverty SDG-1, 

Educa*on SDG-4, the status of young children and their access and experience of ECEC 

provision. 

Educa1on and nutri1on 

Children who experience poverty as they progress through the educa*on system con*nue to 

face nega*ve impacts on their educa*onal outcomes (Engle and Black, 2008; Na*onal 

Educa*on Union and Child Poverty Ac*on Group, 2018). This is evident across affluent 

countries, including the UK (OECD, 2018). Children experiencing poverty have a higher rate 

of ill-health than children not experiencing poverty which impacts on aJendance and 

outcomes at school (Griggs and Walker, 2008). 

A review of 201 studies from Europe, including the UK, provided evidence that adverse 

social factors, including low parental income, impacted nega*vely on development in early 

childhood (Pillas et al., 2014). Data from the UK Longitudinal Millennium Cohort Study 

(2017) showed that compared to children who have never experienced poverty, children 

living in persistent poverty had increased risk of poor mental and physical health outcomes 

in adolescence (Lai et al., 2019). 
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Although it may seem obvious that food is important to children’s development, children in 

low-income households may lack access to nutri*ous food (AJree, 2006). Higher rates of 

childhood obesity have been iden*fied in the UK for children living in lower social economic 

status households, where low income restricts the range and quality of food bought, with 

lower priced food, higher in fat and sugar, more affordable than fruit and vegetables (Kinra, 

2000). Consump*on of a nutri*ous breakfast has been shown to impact on the ability to 

engage effec*vely with the school day (Adolphus et al., 2013; Wesnes et al., 2003; 

Widenhorn-Müller et al., 2008). A link has been iden*fied between breakfast consump*on 

and performance in SATs tests for 9–11 year-olds (LiJlecoJ et al., 2016). Children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds who rarely consumed breakfast on a school day were less likely 

to achieve higher GCSE maths grades compared to children who did consume breakfast and 

were also from lower social economic background (Adolphus et al., 2019). Based on an 

expert panel looking at obesity in the UK, Moore and Evans (2020) recommend that local 

authori*es should support primary and secondary schools in providing targeted provision to 

free breakfast clubs as a way of providing adequate nutri*on to children. Interna*onal 

research has also highlighted the link between the consump*on of a nutri*ous breakfast 

and improved mental health outcomes in children and young people (Lien, 2007; O’Sullivan 

et al., 2009). 

In the UK, being in receipt of free school meals (FSM) is one indica*on of economic 

disadvantage (DfE, 2018). The educa*onal aJainment gap across the key stages is greater for 

children in receipt of FSM compared with children not from economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds. The rela*onship between poor nutri*on and its impact on educa*onal 

outcomes has been highlighted as a contributory factor (EEF, 2018) and in lower GCSE 

grades obtained in maths and science (Banerjee, 2016). Inevitably, this has consequences for 

young people’s future educa*on, employment opportuni*es and well-being (Cooper and 

Stewart, 2017). 

In 2014, under the Coali*on government universal FSM were introduced for all children in 

State schools un*l the age of seven, ager which it is linked to benefit en*tlement (DfE, 

2018). However, there are children whose families do not meet the criteria for FSM but who 

are s*ll experiencing poverty (Cribb et al., 2023). In addi*on, due to the fragmented nature 

of ECEC provision, access to free early year meals is not universal. Children from low-income 
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families in all ECEC seqngs that provide funded hours ought to receive universal free early 

years meals (Cooper and Jimenez, 2024). 

Consump*on of a healthy balanced nutri*ous diet is more evident in more affluent 

households than for lower income households. The limited food choices people are able to 

make has been iden*fied as interlinked with income, living in disadvantaged areas that have 

less access to a range of food, and the availability of wider community facili*es, such as 

access to physical ac*vi*es, impac*ng on health and well-being, including educa*onal 

aJainment across the life course (Azizi Fard et al., 2021).  

Research has indicated that the right to access to nutri*ous food (CRC, 1989, Ar*cle 24) is an 

issue for some young people aJending educa*onal establishments, where access to free 

meals is not uniformly available to disadvantaged young people (Graham et al., 2022). 

However, it is important to recognise that children and young people have reported 

experiencing inequali*es, exclusion, s*gma, marginalisa*on and a lack of dignity, due to 

restricted access to nutri*ous food and the way FSM and food banks are perceived within 

society (Farthing, 2012; O’Connell et al., 2019). Failing to provide access to nutri*ous food 

impacts nega*vely on children’s rights and in achieving progression towards mee*ng 

Poverty SDG-1, Educa*on SDG-4, for children in the UK by 2030. 

3.3 Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) as a Research Resource 

3.3.1 Using Voluntary Na/onal Reviews 

When adop*ng the SDGs in 2015, States agreed to conduct VNRs of progress towards their 

implementa*on. VNRs are wriJen by governments and submiJed to the UN SDG High Level 

Poli*cal Forum (HLPF) as a means of global monitoring and sharing of progress. The VNR 

documents are seen as a vehicle for each country to review and accelerate progress towards 

the global deadline of mee*ng the SDG targets by 2030.  

Bexell & Jönsson, (2019:404) note that VNRs: 

… are important study objects because they are part of the poli*cs of 
sustainable development, launching knowledge claims upon which poli*cal 
solu*ons and priori*es are eventually based. Moreover, the repor*ng 
process is shaped by inclusion and exclusion in terms of who gets to 
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par*cipate, who provides its data and who is the recipient of the report. In 
brief, repor*ng involves exercise of poli*cal power rather than solely being 
an administra*ve act. 

Focusing on aspects of the SDGs has been a path already undertaken in academic research 

in rela*on to analysis of VNRs. Tosun and Leininger (2017) studied VNRs submiJed during 

2016-17 to examine how VNRs view interlinkages between the SDGs and climate change, 

employing qualita*ve analysis and coded direct text references to climate change. Elder & 

Bartalini, (2019) analysed VNRs from 15 countries submiJed in 2018 to inves*gate how 

much emphasis countries placed on policies and budgets. With regard to Educa*on SDG-4, 

the extent to which universal par*cipa*on and holis*c educa*on are present in 33 VNRs was 

explored by Smith (2021).  

Lillehagen et al. (2020) conducted a cri*cal discourse analysis (CDA) to analyse and compare 

the framing of Health SDG-3 in the VNRs of Norway and Sweden. 

… how words and phrases can act as frames to create dominant 
understandings of problems and solu*ons, or more simply, how language 
can structure poli*cal thought and ac*on. (Lillehagen et al., 2020:3) 

The Norwegian and Swedish compara*ve study concluded that there were differences 

between the two VNRs in the framing of health inequali*es and how States respond. Their 

research highlighted the differences in approach between Norway’s more simplis*c framing 

of health, leading to less transforma*on, and Sweden’s framing of health as a human right, 

linking health outcomes to wider inequali*es, offering greater transforma*ve strategies and 

policies. 

Health is again considered within an analysis of twenty VNRs by Bickler et al. (2020), who 

make use of content analysis as part of their research methodology to provide an 

assessment of the VNRs in terms of the extent to which Health SDG-3 was being 

implemented; they used word searches, key phrases, concepts and themes. 

Eskelinen (2021) used textual analysis of VNRs from the UK, South Africa and Tanzania to 

explore how interna*onal development is framed and represented within those three VNRs, 

allowing for the emergence of paJerns and themes. Kim, et al. (2022) made use of VNRs 
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from 115 countries to focus on Gender SDG-5 and how it was interpreted, using keywords 

and codes as part of their methodology.  

In addi*on, The End Child Poverty Global Coali*on produce a briefing paper on VNRs to 

iden*fying key men*ons of child poverty and SDG-1. In rela*on to VNRs submiJed in 2019, 

including the UK, Scotland was highlighted as having a strategy to tackle child poverty. 

However, the briefing noted that although the UKVNR did cover child poverty, the increasing 

rate of UK child poverty needed ac*on from the government (The Global Coali*on to End 

Child Poverty, 2020). 

The above research u*lising VNRs confirms my view that VNRs are an important data source 

for academic research. It focuses on the content of the VNRs in different ways. My research, 

influenced by Lillehagen’s et al (2020), considers the framing of Poverty SDG-1 in rela*on to 

the UKVNR and the Devolved Administra*ons. All the above research contrasts VNRs with 

other VNRs in much the same way as I u*lise, where appropriate, the SSR (2020) and WSR 

(2019) to cri*que the approach in the UKVNR in terms of its framing of Poverty SDG-1 and 

its impact on Educa*on SDG-4 (cf (Lillehagen et al., 2020). 

3.3.2 Human rights and the SDGs in VNRs 

Each member state is responsible for submiqng its own VNR to the UN High-Level Poli*cal 

Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF). The UN HLPF online plaiorm is a global resource 

that provides access to all VNRs. The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) provides an 

annual compila*on of main messages for the VNRs submiJed. ECOSOC presents the main 

themes regarding the progress on implementa*on of the SDGs within each VNR submiJed 

each year (UNDESA, 2019). The CommiJee for Development Policy (CDP) includes a 

subgroup on VNRs that reports to the UN Economic and Social Affairs Council (ECOSOC). 

Since 2016, CDP group has the role of providing a general overview and evalua*on of all 

VNRs submiJed (CDP, 2019).  

Examina*on of state reports, such as the UKVNR, can evidence state progress on rights vis-à-

vis SDGs: any lack of engagement with rights by states is considered detrimental to achieving 

equality for all and realising the full poten*al of the SDGs (Winkler & Williams, 2017). Kilkelly 

and Liefaard (2019) suggest a human rights backed approach should always be adopted. 
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Carmona (2024) examines Nordic countries incorpora*on of human rights into their VNRs, 

using content analysis vis-à-vis the use of human rights language and reference to rights 

instruments and mechanisms. They concluded that human rights are more evident in 

rela*on to foreign and interna*onal development and less so at the na*onal level. 

According to the High Commissioner for Human Rights in the report to the Human Rights 

Council: 

The 2030 Agenda pledge to leave no one behind and reach those furthest 
behind first is strongly aligned with the human rights impera*ve to tackle 
inequality and discrimina*on, which undermine the realiza*on of the rights 
of children worldwide. (OHCHR, 2017, para 16) 

A content analysis of 43 VNRs submiJed to the UN in 2017 was undertaken to assess how 

member states from low, middle and high-income countries, include the pledge to ‘Leave No 

One Behind’ (LNOB) (Fukuda-Parr & Hegstad, 2019). Of the 43 VNRs, 39 included the term 

LNOB and 10 countries included the term ‘puqng the last first’ or ‘furthest behind’. A 

further content analysis of 46 VNRs submiJed in 2018 was undertaken (CDP, 2019) focusing 

on LNOB, global partnership SDG-17, and SDG-4 quality educa*on. Out of the 46 countries, 

41 men*on LNOB in their VNR. However, there was a vagueness about the term and how it 

would be implemented in prac*ce. The report also noted that women and children were 

most frequently men*oned in rela*on to LNOB, followed by people with disabili*es. SDG-17 

received limited aJen*on. For SDG-4 quality educa*on, most countries discuss issues of 

access and quality of educa*on. Developed countries did this by focusing on teachers’ 

performance, curriculum and its rela*on to the labour market. 

A content analysis of VNRs submiJed in 2019, including the UK submission, was undertaken 

(DESA/CDP/Paper 50, 2020). All VNRs men*oned LNOB, this being an improvement on the 

2018 submissions, but there remained a vagueness about how LNOB would be implemented 

in prac*ce (DESA/CDP/Paper 50, 2020). 

However, Fukuda-Parr & Hegstad (2019) note that there is a lack of detail across the VNRs 

on how the pledge to LNOB would be implemented. With regards to the 43 VNRs and 

children, 28 countries iden*fied children /youth as needing aJen*on, six of the countries 

being high income countries (Fukuda-Parr & Hegstad, 2019). It is not clear from Fukuda-Parr 
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& Hegstad (2019) if the VNRs they examined refer to children and youth living within the 

repor*ng state of the VNRs examined or to children in other parts of the globe. 

My analysis of the UKVNR documenta*on, along with the supplementary reports from the 

Scotland and Wales, although on a much smaller scale than Fukuda-Parr & Hegstad’s 

research (2019), allows me to consider how the premise of LNOB relates to child poverty 

and educa*on within the UKVNR (7.2).  

Furthermore, I make use of the capability approach (CA) as a framework to consider the 

UKVNR. I argue that it is important to recognise the link between CA, rights and the 2030 

Agenda in a way that had not been undertaken before with regard to children, poverty and 

educa*on in the UKVNR. Given that the SDGs are rooted in Sen’s CA and human rights, I take 

the innova*ve stance of assessing the UKVNR by reference to both (Fukuda-Parr and Cid-

Mar*nez, 2019). 

3.4 Visibility of children in research 

Although my research has not involved direct research with children, I want to signal that 

others have undertaken research on children’s views on poverty and its impact on their 

educa*on and well-being. I believe it is important to include children’s views to raise their 

visibility, signifying that their voice must be included in any discussion on poverty, educa*on 

and rights (7.2). 

Children who experience poverty have direct knowledge of the impact that it has on their 

lives. Children’s par*cipa*on in research on the impact of poverty has enabled 

mul*dimensional poverty to be considered from their perspec*ve. My prac*ce and research 

have been influenced by the seminal work undertaken by Ridge (2009) involving a review of 

qualita*ve research with families and children from low incomes. By incorpora*ng the 

voices and perspec*ves of children with the lived experience of poverty, Ridge clearly 

demonstrated how children recognise that poverty impacts and “… permeates every facet of 

their lives ….” (Ridge, 2009:2). Research that seeks and includes the views of children 

regarding their experiences of poverty moves the focus from solely an adults’ percep*on of 

children’s needs, to raising the visibility of children by highligh*ng children’s own 

percep*ons of poverty (Ridge, 2002, 2011, 2013; Bessell, 2022). 
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With respect to access to educa*on, exclusion from full par*cipa*on may be experienced by 

children from low social economic backgrounds, where limited financial resources can 

impact on access to educa*onal provision. Children have eloquently expressed their lived 

experience of the impact of poverty on their access to and par*cipa*on in educa*on via the 

‘Cost of the School Day’ project (Naven et al., 2019). In the research, primary- and 

secondary-school children shared their experiences of the impact that low income had had 

on accessing the school day, including school trips, correct school uniform, course materials 

for more specialised GCSE courses, such as design & technology, or adequate amount of 

money for nutri*ous food. Children’s par*cipa*on in the Cost of the School Day project 

highlighted issues of s*gma and its impact on their sense of self. 

Children’s access to out of school ac*vi*es to enhance learning and development, such as 

sport and drama, was also explored (Bullock et al., 2010). Their research found that children 

from lower income families were dependent on the school to provide access to 

extracurricular ac*vi*es, as transport and money needed to access them in the wider 

community was not available. In contrast, children from more prosperous households had 

access to a wider range of ac*vi*es and experiences both within and outside of school, with 

access to transport and money for clubs and a range of ac*vi*es to widen their par*cipa*on 

in social and cultural experiences. Bullock et al., (2010) reported that children considered 

par*cipa*on in extracurricular ac*vi*es, whether in the school day or within the wider 

community, enhanced development, and social skills and that the lack of opportunity and 

choice to partake, impacted on their sense of self. 

Similar research has been undertaken by the University of Bath on behalf of the Social 

Mobility Commission (established under the Welfare Reform & Work Act, 2016) to examine 

children’s par*cipa*on in extracurricular ac*vi*es (Donnelly et al., 2019). The research 

included ques*onnaires given to children aged 10-15, as well as interviews and 

ques*onnaires with those aged over 16. The research found that extracurricular ac*vi*es 

enhanced educa*onal outcomes and helped develop confidence, teamwork and sog skills, 

offering opportuni*es for fun and socialising. However, the research concluded that children 

face unequal opportuni*es in accessing extracurricular ac*vi*es. The chance to par*cipate 

is hindered by the interconnec*ng issues of social economic status, the school aJended and 

the geographical area; families on low income and with more than one child found it difficult 
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to find the money for children to engage in ac*vi*es that require transport costs, 

equipment, or fees. 

3.5 Summary 

My literature review endeavours to show the mul*dimensional nature of poverty and how it 

impacts on the educa*onal outcomes. I highlight how the framing of poverty is also linked to 

the development of policies that then worsen the lived experience of children who must 

deal with poverty and resul*ng inequali*es. 

I argue that although some of the research iden*fies the link between poverty, nutri*on and 

educa*onal outcomes, my research aims to highlight the importance of iden*fying the 

centrality of human rights obliga*ons in ensuring that everyone has equal access across all 

of society – poverty of access affects inclusivity and unfulfilled capabili*es, as will be 

considered in Chapter 4. This is per*nent for my research of the UKVNR when viewed in 

rela*on to interna*onal human rights trea*es and the SDGs, in par*cular poverty and 

educa*on. 

I have also shown how VNRs from various coun*es and covering a range of SDGs, have been 

used as an important source for academic research as a means for evalua*ng coun*es 

understanding of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda. My research of the UKVNR contributes to 

this knowledge base and fills a gap in the literature, as to date I am not aware of any 

research that has been undertaken that considers the UKVNR in rela*on to child poverty and 

it impact on children, educa*on and their rights. 

My thesis, although concerned with secondary data of the UKVNR, seeks also to bring a 

focus on children’s par*cipa*on in research on their views and experiences of poverty. 

Inclusion of their views in my literature review is to aid understanding of their status and 

visibility in the UKVNR in rela*on to how poverty is framed and understood and its impact 

on children’s educa*on and rights. 

My thesis builds on research that focused on document analysis alone vis-à-vis the VNRs and 

SDGs, e.g. (Lillehagen et al., 2020; Bickler et al., 2020). It extends this type of analysis to UK 

documenta*on across the Four Na*ons. My research goes on to address gaps in the exis*ng 
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literature by developing and contribu*ng to the knowledge base surrounding the SDGs and 

associated rights with respect to the extent the UKVNR frame and recognise child poverty in 

the UK. In addi*on, I examine the UKVNR through the lens of the CA in rela*on to the SDGs 

and human rights. My research considers how poverty impacts on achieving social jus*ce, 

par*cularly as regards the posi*on of children. 

The next chapter concerns my theore*cal perspec*ve, capability approach (CA). Using the 

lens of a CA in rela*on to the SDGs and human rights, I consider how poverty impacts on 

achieving social jus*ce, par*cularly as regards the posi*on of children. I believe CA aids 

examining the UKVNR in rela*on to the SDGs and human rights, and on how poverty 

impacts on achieving social jus*ce, par*cularly as regards the posi*on of children. 
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Chapter 4: Theoretical approach 

The focus of this chapter outlines my theore*cal framework that draws on the Capability 

Approach (CA). The choice of CA as a theore*cal framework informs my understanding of 

the broader situa*on around poverty, outcomes and human rights. It facilitates my analysis 

of the UK’s approach to mee*ng the SDGs, with specific reference to the impact of Poverty 

SDG-1 on children’s Educa*on SDG-4. 

• Capability Approach (CA) (4.1) 

o Introduc*on to the CA (4.1.1) 

o Development of the CA (4.1.2) 

o CA and Children (4.1.3) 

• CA, Human Rights, the SDGs and Children (4.2) 

o CA, Poverty and Educa*on (4.2.1) 

• Summary (4.3) 

4.1 Capability Approach (CA)  

4.1.1 Introduc/on to the Capability Approach 

The CA was ini*ally set out by Amartya Sen (Sen, 1980, 1983, 1985b, 2005, 2009). It was 

further developed by Martha Nussbaum (2000, 2003, 2007, 2012) and Dixon & Nussbaum 

(2012) as a framework that can be used to explore how people’s capabili*es can flourish or 

diminish given the circumstances that surround them and the agency and freedom that 

people can access and achieve over their own life. 

The CA has been used in the UN Human Development Report (UN, 1990) in rela*on to 

understanding human development, the mul*dimensional nature of poverty (UNDP, 2019) 

and the implementa*on of rights (UNDP, 2016). At a na*onal level, CA has been used as the 

basis for equality and human rights monitoring by the Equality and Human Rights 

Commission (EHRC) for England, Scotland and Wales and reports to Parliament (Burchardt 

and Vizard, 2011).  

What I find useful about CA is the way that over the many years of its development, it has 

been expanded to recognise differences and intersec*ons between gender, race, class, and 
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age, and the need to take on board the views of CA beneficiaries (Sen, 2005). Sen’s 

background is economics, but he does not adopt a simplis*c analysis of poverty and 

depriva*on but incorporates well-being more generally. Thus, I found the CA framework 

useful in aiding my analysis of the UKVNR regarding poverty, educa*on and rights.  

For Sen (2005), what is important are ‘func*onings’ and the capability to achieve them. In 

that regard, Sen dis*nguished between ‘func*oning’, ‘capability’, the func*oning ‘n-tuple’, 

and the ‘capability set’. It should be noted that they are interrelated and are not always 

clearly dis*nguishable. 

• A ‘func*oning’ is what an individual has achieved and what they can do with the 

resources at their disposal 

• a ‘capability’ is the capacity a person has to achieve a func*on  

• a func*oning ‘n-tuple’ is the number of things a person might achieve and, therefore, 

the type of life they can lead 

• the ‘capability set’ is the number of func*oning n-tuples achievable and, thus, the 

choices and opportuni*es open to everyone’ (Sen, 1985b). 

For example, the capability to read means the individual can achieve an educa*on, a 

func*oning, that increases capabili*es; func*oning and capability scaffold each other. Sen 

went on to incorporate choice into capability as he developed the approach (Sen, 1992). 

Choice may itself be a valuable part of living, and a life of genuine choice with serious 

op*ons may be seen to be - for that reason - richer. In this view, at least some types of 

capabili*es contribute directly to well-being, making one's life richer with the opportunity of 

reflec*ve choice. But even when freedom in the form of capability is valued only 

instrumentally (and the level of well-being is not seen as dependent on the extent of 

freedom of choice as such), capability to func*on can nevertheless be an important part of 

social evalua*on. 

4.1.2 Development of the Capability Approach 

Sen’s original CA was extended by Nussbaum (2003:12) who developed a list of ten 

capabili*es “… as central requirements of a life with dignity” (see Appendix 2). According to 
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Nussbaum’s list, with respect to access to educa*on, learning and poverty, I suggest that the 

most relevant elements would be: 

• “life” and “bodily health” (especially nourishment), to enable “senses, imagina*on 

and thought”; 

• “emo*ons” and not having emo*onal development hindered by anxiety; 

• “affilia*on, having social bases of self-respect and non-humilia*on”, which would 

involve being treated with dignity which entails non-discrimina*on. 

• “play - being able to play, to enjoy recrea*onal ac*vi*es.” (Nussbaum, 2003:12–15) 

Nussbaum’s list is to be viewed as work in progress and not inflexible; it could be extended 

and adapted, which is what Wolff and De-Shalit (2007) did. They undertook focus group 

sessions within communi*es to examine Nussbaum’s list, and they collected the different 

interpreta*ons which were then disseminated. This dissemina*on produced a broader 

debate on the way that an inventory of capabili*es must also address how disadvantage 

encompasses insecurity in rela*on to capabili*es and func*ons that has a nega*ve effect 

sequen*ally on the achievement of those capabili*es. Consequently, there is cumula*ve 

disadvantage and inequality. For example, as set out in my literature review (3.2.3), research 

has shown the link between diet and educa*onal outcomes and socio-economic inequali*es 

(LiJlecoJ et al., 2016). The consequences can lead to children being unable reach their full 

cogni*ve abili*es and in turn their educa*onal poten*al, impac*ng on future educa*onal 

and employment opportuni*es and may lead to fewer opportuni*es to achieve maximum 

well-being (EEF, 2018; Banerjee, 2016; Cooper and Stewart, 2017). 

Nussbaum’s list applies to everyone at all stages of their lives, but it has been specifically 

applied to children. Dixon and Nussbaum (2012) highlighted the link between CA and 

children’s rights, in that all human beings, including very young children, are en*tled to both 

agency and protec*on. I found it useful to consider Nussbaum’s list in conjunc*on with the 

CRC (1989) - Ar*cle 6, right to development, Ar*cle 2, non-discrimina*on, Ar*cles 28, 29 

right to educa*on, and Ar*cle 31 right to play. Considering CA and children’s rights together 

permits more aJen*on to be paid to the development of capacity and for the child’s agency 

related to their well-being, which affects both current and future development. 

Subsequently, Biggeri et al. (2011) produced a list of 14 capabili*es which they linked to the 
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CRC (1989) to show the synergy between CA and rights (see Appendix 2B). Children’s ability 

to access educa*on and to par*cipate are key. For Biggeri et al (2011), the CA encompasses 

the idea that an educa*on system is to provide an environment where children can flourish. 

Even though capabili*es, choices and condi*ons experienced during childhood impact on 

children’s capabili*es as an adult, Ballet et al. argues that:  

… children are much more than future adults as they are already social 
actors before they become adults: more aJen*on should be dedicated to 
the understanding of children’s well-being for children themselves, rather 
than projec*ng them to future outcomes. (Ballet et al., 2011:22) 

In responding to the mul*dimensional character of poverty, it is essen*al to address not just 

well-being but achieving the most comprehensive access to and par*cipa*on in educa*on 

with consequent posi*ve results, thereby impac*ng on childhood and well-becoming. Peleg 

(2013) considers the status of children and childhood. He uses the CA and an understanding 

of rights to argue for the child’s right to agency and par*cipa*on. Peleg (2013) makes the 

observa*on that Nussbaum’s (2003) and Biggeri et al’s (2011) lists of capabili*es should be 

seen in rela*on to the obliga*ons on states to interna*onal trea*es, such as the CRC, to 

promote capabili*es to the maximum. 

What is par*cularly per*nent for my research is the way Nussbaum draws aJen*on to the 

importance of recognising the context of people’s lives: 

The CA asks us to figure out what human beings are actually able to do and 
to be, in the totality of their circumstances: material, poli*cal, and social. It 
therefore cannot be implemented without the ability to understand the 
manifold ways in which context bears on individual striving. (Nussbaum, 
2007:25) 

Thus, CA is used in my thesis as an underpinning framework against which to consider 

whether the UKVNR framing of poverty contributes to the capability of children to access 

and par*cipate in educa*on in a manner that fulfils their development and rights.  

4.1.3 Capability Approach and Children 

Sen (2007) focuses aJen*on on children and on human rights when considering 

depriva*ons experienced by children and the significance of freedom from depriva*ons, 
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such as hunger. Sen argues it is human rights that give ‘ac*on’ for those in a posi*on to help 

children to promote their freedoms. Children themselves may not be able to access their 

rights and freedoms because of their age or status in society. Robeyns (2017) explains how 

Sen outlines that we live in an interdependent world and the ability to exercise choice and 

freedom will at *mes depend on the ac*ons and assistance of others. This is per*nent to 

understanding the CA in rela*on to the UKVNR and fulfilling the 2030 Agenda “… pledge that 

no one will be leg behind” (UNGA, 2015:1), in rela*on to children and Poverty SDG-1 and 

Educa*on SDG-4. For children to have freedom to live a life of opportuni*es, it will, at *mes, 

depend on adults. I see a useful parallel here to the principle of the best interests of the 

child that must be the primary considera*on in all ac*ons that affect the child (CRC, 1989, 

Ar*cle 3) and the Children Act (1989). Sen (2007:244) notes: 

… the opportunity aspect of freedom is immensely important for children. 
What opportuni*es children have today and will have tomorrow, in line 
with what they can be reasonably expected to want, is a maJer of public 
policy and social programmes, involving a great many agencies. 

In rela*on to the mul*dimensional nature of poverty, Chzhen et al. (2018b) note that Sen’s 

CA broadens the view of poverty as more than a lack of income, to encompassing poverty as 

a depriva*on of opportuni*es to achieve. Chzhen et al (2018b) suggest that using CA with a 

child’s rights approach allows for focus on not just lack of material resources that may 

impact on children’s development, but also to view the status of children as ac*ve ci*zens 

with rights, not solely as dependent on adults. Similarly, Lister (2015) considers the 

rela*onship between the CA and the social, economic and cultural rights when examining 

the impact of poverty in terms of what people are able to be and do in order to develop and 

flourish. Robeyns (2017) agrees with Sen that whether capabili*es are available to allow 

freedom and development will depend on decisions and choices made by others. As an 

example, I would suggest that the decision by the government to implement the Welfare 

Reform Act (2012) and the Welfare Reform and Work Act (2016), resulted in policies rela*ng 

to Universal Credit that restricted en*tlement to welfare benefits, such as, benefit sanc*ons 

and the two-child limit. The consequence was that children were denied access to the 

resources needed to pursue capabili*es because families received less by way of financial 

support. 
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4.2 Capability Approach, Human Rights, the SDGs and Children 

The CA and human rights allowed me to consider educa*on in a holis*c context with the 

objec*ve of achieving social jus*ce through the SDGs in rela*on to the UKVNR Poverty SDG-

1, and Educa*on SDG-4. They were the vehicle through which to examine dimensions of 

poverty and inequali*es as regards the impact of poverty on children’s educa*on and to 

address the aJainment gap. 

According to Sen (2007), human rights must be implemented to create a socially just society 

where there is freedom from poverty. Like Townsend (1979), Sen’s analysis of poverty 

embraced much more than just income-poverty. Sen (1983, 2001, 2009) went further 

though, linking poverty with restric*ng the ability of all ci*zens from achieving their full 

capabili*es and thus freedom, choice and opportuni*es. 

Both Sen (1981, 2009) and Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 2003; Dixon and Nussbaum, 2012) root 

the CA in an integrated understanding of human rights. Like the UDHR (1948), the CA 

upholds the inherent dignity of all persons by linking human freedom with social jus*ce: 

… CA highlights the cri*cal importance of the substan*ve freedoms and 
opportuni*es of individuals and groups, whilst the human rights approach 
highlights the importance of values such as freedom, dignity and respect, 
equality and non-discrimina*on, par*cipa*on and autonomy, and the 
arrangements that are needed to protect and promote these. (Vizard et al., 
2011:1) 

Recognising that I could combine the CA and rights within my own research was an 

important step in developing my posi*on. An understanding and implementa*on of rights in 

my own professional prac*ce has underpinned my career. So too has a need to understand 

how rights can be undermined by inequality within social structures that people and 

children, in par*cular for my thesis, must navigate daily. It is not that CA offers all the 

answers, but I can draw on aspects of its conceptual framework to highlight how children’s 

well-being and development can flourish or diminish when seen through the freedoms and 

opportuni*es open or closed to them. 
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4.2.1 Capability Approach, Poverty and Educa/on 

Educa*on that is accessible and which allows for par*cipa*on is essen*al and central to 

crea*ng a society that upholds and promotes social jus*ce. The CA along with a human 

rights-based approach provides a context for considering the meaning of and need for 

equality of access to educa*on. 

The aim of the SDGs is to remove constraints on people’s lives and to level-up the playing 

field by reducing inequality SDG-10 and LNOB. For the opportunity aspect of freedom, the 

idea of ’capability’ (that is, the opportunity to achieve valuable combina*ons of human 

func*onings: what a person is able to do or be) can typically provide a helpful approach. The 

CA draws aJen*on to the rela*onship between the means available to individuals and 

groups and the actual opportuni*es that they have (Sen, 2004). Being aware of this 

rela*onship aided my analysis of the UKVNR by considering how the effects of poverty 

impact on children reaching their educa*onal poten*al. 

I consider that the CA is a useful lens through which to analyse how the UKVNR embraces 

the mul*dimensional nature of poverty and the impact that poverty may have on children’s 

educa*on. Failure to address child poverty impacts on children’s educa*on and, therefore, 

on what children are “… able to do or be …” (Sen, 2004:33). CA offers a framework to 

consider how poverty may impact on what freedom and choice children have over 

opportuni*es to par*cipate in a fulfilling childhood, one where their rights are promoted 

and protected to avoid ‘falling into’ the aJainment gap. The CA with the SDGs, especially 

Poverty SDG-1, Educa*on SDG-4 and Inequality SDG-10, along with the corresponding rights 

under the UDHR and UNCRC, provide a framework to achieve access to a decent standard of 

living through fair, inclusive and equitable quality educa*on. 

Following Hick (2018), CA provides a conceptual framework that moves the focus of poverty 

from one solely limited to inequali*es of income to the mul*dimensionality of inequality, 

encompassing the non-economic dimensions of inequality that aids understanding of the 

quality of life. This is per*nent for my research in that I focus on children and the extent they 

have freedom and opportuni*es that are advantageous for their well-being or lead to 

disadvantage and a lack of fulfilment of their rights.  
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For Sen (2004) opportuni*es open to an individual are at least as important as the resources 

at their disposal. For capabili*es to develop, an individual needs opportuni*es alongside 

resources. Given that freedom, agency and choice are so central to the CA, the importance 

of opportuni*es should hardly be a surprise. What a person can do and be, based on 

opportuni*es and resources, affects directly their capability to func*on (Nussbaum, 2000). 

External factors may well have a significant role in allowing an individual the freedom to 

devlop their capabili*es (Hart and Page, 2020). 

Just because the United Kingdom provides free, universal educa*on for children, if they lack 

access to other resources, such as nutri*ous food, they lack the opportunity to fulfil their 

capabili*es because they will not be able fully access and par*cipate in that educa*on. 

Therefore, capabili*es are not equally available to all, leading to a “capability depriva*on” 

(Sen, 2009:256). Accessing educa*on is not simply about the universal provision of schools 

for children free of charge as the UK has implemented. Even with a na*onal curriculum that 

aims in part to ensure equality of provision across the country for children in terms of 

content (Hargreaves et al., 2023), to achieve social jus*ce in educa*on requires more than 

procedurally just processes in ensuring access (Rawls, 1999). Full enjoyment of, and full 

par*cipa*on in, educa*on cannot be achieved simply through the provision of free 

schooling especially if other consequences of poverty, broadly understood, prevent children 

achieving their full capabili*es. 

More generally, the s*gma associated with poverty in the UK, even in rela*on to how 

children interact (bullying and exclusion from different groups), means that the school 

experience and the learning environment are inextricably intertwined with social 

rela*onships. Thus, poverty has impacts on the school day for some children (Naven et al., 

2019). 

The CA is linked to the human rights of children. As stated above (4.1.2), Peleg (2013) 

examines the status of children and childhood using the CA and an understanding of rights 

to argue for the child’s right to agency and par*cipa*on. Biggeri & Cuesta (2021) explored 

mul*dimensional child poverty focusing on child well-being. The CA and rights have also 

been used to explore issues of children’s status, par*cipa*on and agency within educa*onal 
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provision and the role that schools need to play in promo*ng the opportuni*es for children 

to “be and become what they value” (Hart and Brando, 2018:294). 

As regards adults, Townsend (1979) had previously iden*fied the comprehensive, holis*c, 

and interconnected aspects of poverty and how those aspects influence social and cultural 

par*cipa*on. Ferragina et al. (2013) recognised that poverty could restrict a child’s 

opportuni*es for full par*cipa*on in society. Given that childhood is taken up so much with 

educa*on and schooling, the link is clear between the effects of poverty on educa*onal 

opportuni*es and fulfilled capabili*es throughout life. 

Recognising the lived experiences of people are crucial to implemen*ng a society that is 

socially just through the CA. The lived experiences of child poverty include the nega*ve 

social, and economic condi*ons that hinder children flourishing. They affect how freedom, 

opportuni*es and choices might be enjoyed or not enjoyed by individuals and, therefore, 

how far capabili*es can be achieved. Thus, children’s right to par*cipate and express their 

own views is intrinsic to ensuring that their lived experience is factored in to ensuring a 

socially just society that allows capabili*es to be achieved. 

Although my research does not involve primary research with children, I feel it important to 

briefly highlight how the CA has been used to consider children’s views and experiences. 

This builds on the arguments in the Literature Review (3.3.3). 

Gladstone et al. (2020) have undertaken synthesis of the literature on the way that the CA 

has been used in research with children in their social contexts. They conclude that the CA 

has been used mainly in qualita*ve par*cipatory educa*onal research. The areas of research 

covered included children’s percep*on of quality of life, poverty and educa*on. In addi*on, 

the importance of children’s voice in the research process was included in the synthesis of 

research. Gladstone et al. (2020), ci*ng research by Lundy (2007) and Lundy & McEvoy 

(2011), notes that their research placed emphasis on children’s rights and agency, and 

research with children rather than on children. Gladstone et al. (2020) concluded that the 

CA is useful for understanding childhood disadvantage not just at an individual level, but also 

in rela*on to understanding the structural barriers to well-being. 
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Overall, the insights generated by research with children allows the premise of Educa*on 

SDG-4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa*on, to be viewed from the child’s 

perspec*ve and reinforces the connec*on with the importance of children’s right to 

par*cipa*on (CRC, 1989). 

The CA also enabled me to understand as a priority the premise of LNOB in the 2030 

Agenda, referred to within the UKVNR (UKVNR, 2019:5) The mul*dimensional nature of 

poverty makes the lived experience for some children not just that they are not leg behind, 

but that they should benefit from the commitment “… to reach the furthest behind first” 

(UNGA, 2015:3). Only that commitment would avoid limi*ng their freedom and choice and 

any further widening of social dispari*es. For example, my literature review highlighted the 

gap in outcomes already evident before children start school, that then con*nues 

throughout childhood and is evident in lower GCSE grades and future opportuni*es, the so-

called aJainment gap (3.2.3).  

Poverty impedes children from having comprehensive access and the degree of par*cipa*on 

that they need to achieve their full capabili*es within and through educa*on. As a 

consequence, children are denied the right set out in Ar*cle 31 CRC to par*cipate in the 

cultural life of their society because capabili*es cannot be fully realised (CRC, 1989). It is 

important to note that due to the situa*on of children in society, adults almost always 

provide the resources, social and economic, which provide children with resources such as 

educa*on, food, health, housing and clothing. Without that full access to all the necessary 

suppor*ng contextual services and resources, and the concomitant social interac*ons, 

children will find it difficult if not impossible to have the degree of control over their own 

futures to be able to aJain a life with fulfilled capabili*es. As provided by Ar*cle 27 (CRC, 

1989), they have the right to an adequate standard of living that permits them to achieve 

their full development. 

4.3 Summary 

Sen’s CA with its linking to and development of freedom (Sen, 1985b, 2001) is crucial to how 

I have advanced my analysis and understanding within this thesis. Tradi*onally, development 

is confined to discussions of economic growth, industrializa*on and technological progress. 

While those factors do play a role in rela*on to the freedom of people in society in terms of 



53 

the poli*cs and economics, Sen goes much farther. He sees freedom as the very founda*on 

of all development. Consequently, where freedom of individuals is inhibited by things such 

as poverty or hunger, their development in all its forms is hindered. Sen sees all freedoms as 

linked, integrated and interdependent. To fully aJain freedom and development (Sen, 

1985b, 2001) the individual needs to be able to access opportuni*es which then allow for 

the advancement of that individual’s capabili*es. Drawing together the concepts of 

indivisibility and interrelatedness which underpin the ethos and implementa*on of SDGs 

and human rights, the CA provides a theore*cal framework for me to consider the extent to 

which children who experience poverty have their capabili*es and rights fulfilled or 

curtailed. Income poverty has direct consequences for decisions families must make 

regarding food, housing, clothing, and hea*ng. All those maJers directly impact well-being 

and development and the ability to “… fulfil poten*al in dignity and equality” (UNGA, 

2015:2). Poverty denies the fulfilment of capabili*es and restricts the full enjoyment of 

human rights, even though human rights are state obliga*ons owed to everyone within their 

territory and jurisdic*on (Peleg, 2013). 

In rela*on to Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, the CA provides me with the lens through 

which to examine how poverty impacts on children’s educa*on, the “context” (Nussbaum, 

2007:25) of children’s lives. By considering capabili*es and rights, I can reflect on any 

rela*onship that may exist regarding the effects of poverty on children’s development and 

how that may then impede access and par*cipa*on in educa*on, contrary to the CRC (1989) 

and the 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 2015:31) “to ensure that no one is leg behind”. 
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Chapter 5: Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 5 I explore how my methodological approach (ontology and epistemology) 

dovetails with my reflec*ve professional background. 

The chapter explains the reasoning for my choice of using Reflexive Thema*c Analysis (RTA) 

and how its reflexive and reflec*ve basis was useful in examining the UKVNR (2019) the SSR 

(2020) and the WSR (2019). I then outline the RTA’s six phases that I undertook to analyse 

the UKVNR and supplementary reports from Scotland and Wales. 

• Introduc*on (5.1) 

• Ontology and Epistemology (5.2) 

• Ethics and Reflexive Thema*c Analysis (RTA) (5.3) 

• Document Analysis (5.4) 

• Reflexive Thema*c Analysis: A Methodological Framework (5.5) 

o Phase 1 – Familiarising yourself with the dataset (5.5.1) 

o Phase 2 – Coding (5.5.2) 

o Phase 3 – Genera*ng ini*al themes (5.5.3) 

o Phase 4 – Developing and reviewing themes (5.5.4) 

o Phase 5 – Refining, defining and naming themes (5.5.5) 

o Phase 6 – Wri*ng up (5.5.6) 

• Summary (5.6) 

o Preface to the next three chapters (5.6.1) 

5.2 Ontology and Epistemology 

My thesis focuses on poverty, children, educa*on, and rights. I consider that there is an 

interlinking across all four. In terms of ontology, I consider poverty as linked to inequality, 

evident in social structures and ins*tu*ons, and as such the inequality leads to and flows out 

of viola*ons of human rights. I have been influenced by Krumer-Nevo’s poverty-aware social 

work research (2016) and the premise that a human rights approach extends a structural 

analysis of poverty. My epistemological understanding of poverty is that there is a link with 
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how the produc*on of knowledge can be related to poli*cs and power and shaped by an 

imbalance in power rela*onships (Foucault, 1998). Thus, it is important to acknowledge and 

include the lived experience of people who experience poverty. My thesis considers how the 

produc*on of knowledge is used in rela*on to the framing of poverty and its impact on 

children, especially their educa*on and rights. 

5.3 Ethics and Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) 

My research was desk-based using publicly available documents and did not involve any 

direct contact or involvement with any par*cipants and therefore there was no review by an 

ethics commiJee. I am aware that all research has ethical dimensions and responsibili*es. 

The choice of my research area was influenced by my professional background and 

experience in educa*on and social work, having worked across the age range from infants 

through to adults. As a registered social worker, I am bound by professional ethics and 

standards (Social Work England, 2019), many of which are applicable and resonate with 

undertaking this research. These include being reflec*ve in my work, promo*ng the rights, 

strengths and well-being of people, families, and communi*es, promo*ng social jus*ce, and 

helping confront and resolve issues of inequality. The ethics and standards offer an 

important reminder of the responsibility when undertaking research that aims to posi*on 

rights and equality of children at its centre. The tradi*onal focus of studies on poverty and 

social inequali*es is ogen low- or middle-income countries, whereas my research focuses on 

the UK, which is a high-income country in the global North. I believe it is important that the 

northern gaze reflects on itself. 

Reflexive Thema*c Analysis (RTA), devised by Braun and Clarke (2022), gives a framework for 

undertaking an inves*ga*on of documents such as the UKVNR. Braun and Clarke’s (2019:34) 

work takes account of the need to understand that: “Reflexive TA offers guidelines rather 

than rules for the process of analysis”. 

Other research that has used VNRs as data (3.3.1) revealed a range of approaches to 

analysing the VNR documents, making use of aspects of TA, such as iden*fying codes and 

genera*ng “candidate” themes (Braun and Clarke, 2022:89) that are used to understand the 

“story” of the data. As Braun and Clarke suggest, RTA is a flexible method that allows for 
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different approaches to sit within its spectrum. Braun and Clarke’s (2019) development of 

reflexive prac*ce as an aspect of TA was useful to me as it builds on my ongoing use and 

understanding of reflec*ve prac*ce that I have u*lised within my social work and educa*on 

background. With respect to reflexivity within TA, Braun and Clarke (2022:5) note that: “… 

reflexivity involves the prac*ce of cri*cal reflec/on on your role as researcher your research 

prac*ce and process … .” It is per*nent to me that Braun and Clarke use reflexivity and 

reflec/on in the same sentence, signifying one impac*ng on the other. 

Within social work, reflec*ve prac*ce, is recognised as “the ability to analyse one’s own 

prac*ce” (Nash et al., 2022:2) by reflec*ng on how and why a situa*on was approached and 

dealt with, what was learnt and what might be changed in the future. Such an approach is 

integral within social work (Mantell and Scragg, 2016) and has been required and present in 

my social worker evidence to maintain registra*on (Social Work England). 

In addi*on, reflec*ve prac*ce has been regarded as an integral component of working 

within educa*on (Benzies et al., 2013; CluJerbuck, 2004), and beneficial in my role as a 

lecturer and mentor and in providing my evidence to achieve Senior Fellow (D3) for the 

Higher Educa*on Academy. 

For my thesis, I examined my judgements and belief systems and the impact they have on 

my role as a researcher in the decisions and choices I made throughout the process of 

knowledge produc*on. For example, ques*oning myself on why I chose certain codes over 

others and how I then interpreted them. The research process was dynamic as I ques*oned 

my assump*ons and posi*oning. Like Nash et al. (2022), I appreciate the complementary 

nature of both reflec*ve and reflexive prac*ce and how they can build on one another and 

be a component of my research using RTA. 

In sum, my RTA readily incorporates and is shaped by my ethical approaches and underpins 

and draws on my epistemology and ontology. 

 

5.4 Document analysis 

Document analysis involves close reading and analysis of pre-exis*ng texts, such as 
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newspaper ar*cles, books and ins*tu*onal and government reports, and is a valuable 

approach to research (Morgan 2022). Karppinen and Moe (2019:252) note that policy 

documents: “... frame issues in a certain light … Although official documents are oGen read 

as objec1ve statement of facts, they are always socially produced”. I use document analysis 

to examine how poverty and children’s rights are framed in the UKVNR (2019) and 

supplementary reports from Scotland (SSR 2020) and Wales (WSR 2019), all official 

government documents. Document analysis requires the researcher to recognise who has 

wriJen the documents and the intended purpose and audience. The UKVNR (2019) was 

wriJen by the Conserva*ve government with input from the devolved administra*ons of 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and presented to the United Na*ons.  Morgan 

(2022:73) suggests that when undertaking document analysis “… thema1c analysis is an 

ideal method for this process”, signpos*ng Braun et al (2019) reflec*ve thema*c analysis 

when conduc*ng qualita*ve document analysis, so that the researcher acknowledges how 

their own values and history influence their research in a reflec*ve and reflexive manner 

when analysing text. To do this, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six phases of reflexive 

thema*c analysis. I ini*ally skim read the document/s to get an overview and then re-read 

thoroughly from start to finish, observing the structure and format. I needed to do this 

several *mes in order to feel I had a competent grasp of the texts. The close reading enables 

ideas about the text to build and, in turn, aid in the selec*on and synthesis of meaningful 

and relevant excerpts of text (Bowen 2009).  RTA requires selec*ng direct excerpts from the 

text that are then coded to iden*fy themes. As will be shown below (5.5), there is a constant 

need to go back and forth between the phases of RTA in order to reexamine the text, codes 

and themes, checking that I was able to iden*fy and organise clear arguments. At the same 

*me, it was important to revisit the literature review, integra*ng it with my research 

analysis. By doing this, I was able to undertake a document analysis of the text of the UKVNR 

(2019), viewed and interpreted in rela*on to the wider academic literature that I had already 

undertaken. In addi*on, document analysis allowed me to analyse and draw conclusions on 

similari*es and differences in the text between the UKVNR (2019), SSR (2020) and WSR 

(2019). 
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5.5  Reflexive Thematic Analysis: A Methodological Framework 

My research uses Braun and Clarke’s (Braun and Clarke, 2022:35–36) ‘Six Phases of Reflexive 

Thema*c Analysis’ (RTA) to undertake the analysis of the UKVNR (2019), and supplementary 

reports from Scotland (2020) and Wales (2019). 

• Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with the dataset 

• Phase 2: Coding 

• Phase 3: Genera*ng candidate themes 

• Phase 4: Developing and reviewing themes 

• Phase 5: Refining, defining, and naming themes 

• Phase 6: Wri*ng up. 

5.5.1 Phase 1 - Familiarising yourself with the dataset 

I read all the UKVNR plus the separate supplementary reports by Scotland and Wales. The 

UK submiJed its first, and, to date, only VNR in 2019. My thesis is based on analysis of the 

UKVNR, supplementary submissions from the Scoqsh and Welsh Governments (see Table 1 

for a list of documents). These documents incorporate na*onal and local strategies, policies, 

and Ac*vity Snapshots from across the Four Na*ons aimed at current and further progress 

towards fulfilling the SDG targets by 2030. 

Document No. of Pages 
UKVNR (2019) 235 
Scotland (SSR, 2020) 245 
Wales (WSR, 2019) 87 

Table 5.1: List of documents used 

Phase 1 gave me an overview of all the documents, such as layout, content pages, chapter 

headings, and graphics. I made some ini*al brief handwriJen notes of my first impressions, 

items of interest in the documents that proved useful in my subsequent interpreta*on of the 

data. 

The supplementary reports from Scotland (SSR, 2020) and Wales (WSR, 2019) include 

material that is also included in the UKVNR. However, some*mes the supplementary reports 

provide greater detail on how Scotland and Wales approached the 2030 Agenda. For 
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Scotland, this was via the Na*onal Performance Framework (NPF), and for Wales, through 

the Well-being of Future Genera*ons Act 2015 which includes seven well-being goals. 

Where the statements in the SSR and WSR are unique, fuller, more insighiul or stronger, I 

have used direct quota*ons from those documents rather than the UKVNR. 

Scotland’s format of their supplementary review presents a very similar approach to that 

found in the UKVNR, in that each SDG goal is addressed in turn. Although published during 

the pandemic, the supplementary report is based on pre-COVID feedback and highlights the 

ambi*on of Scotland to meet the 2030 Agenda. The Welsh document, on the other hand, 

differs, in that rather than addressing each SDG, the seven well-being goals from the Future 

Genera*ons Act frame the report. Interes*ngly, the Act is underpinned by consulta*on with 

the Welsh people. Like Scotland, Wales acknowledges that its implementa*on depends in 

part on Westminster policies. 

I read online Portable Document Format (pdf) versions of each document, making use of the 

Notability programme on my iPad to upload the documents as an addi*onal way of reading 

and annota*ng with an Apple pencil. I considered prin*ng off all documents but decided to 

read online, only prin*ng off a few pages as necessary. 

5.5.2 Phase 2 - Coding 

A combina*on of elements influenced the emergence of the codes. First, the literature 

review that I undertook highlighted areas of interlinking ideas, par*cularly rela*ng to the 

effects of poverty on children’s educa*on and their rights. Secondly, reading the data, 

poten*ally interes*ng segments were iden*fied, which Braun and Clarke (2022:35) suggest 

should be: “… relevant or meaningful for your research ques*on…”. Thus, codes were also 

developed from my RQs. Keeping the RQs always in focus when examining the data set 

enabled the further refinement of codes that could be applied to the data to capture 

meanings or concepts. 

Ager reading the UKVNR, the SSR and WSR several *mes, I tested an ini*al list of 41 one- 

and two-word codes, using Atlas.* sogware. This felt unmanageable and lacked focus, more 

wriJen in beginner’s panic than with confident skill of the task in hand. Reading Braun and 

Clarke (2022) again on how to approach coding, backed up with their online video on an 
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introduc*on to RTA, helped me see that one-word codes, such as ‘policies’ or ‘poverty’, were 

not enough as it would fail to capture what might be interes*ng about the data. This led me 

to aJempt a couple of coding refinements to reduce to 20 codes, and then refined again to 

19 codes where there was repe**on in the data generated (see Appendix 3 for list of codes). 

As an example of the refinement process, in the first set of 41 codes, one code 

‘disadvantaged children’ produced several quota*ons that were also found by coding on 

‘single mothers’, ‘single parents’, ‘unemployed parents’ and ‘universal credit’. In the second 

code list, I combined them into one more substan*al code label, the ‘effects of poverty on 

children's educa*onal outcomes’ and the new SDG-focused code of ‘Leave No One Behind’. 

In a similar vein, the two original codes of ‘food hunger’ and ‘nutri*on budge*ng’ eventually 

became part of a single code on ‘lack of access to services: … food’. Finally, having reviewed 

the second set of 20 codes, I recognised that ‘aJainment gap’ found exactly the same 

quota*ons as ‘effects of poverty on children's educa*onal outcomes’. Thus, the final code 

set has only 19 codes. Table 5.2, below, reflects these processes in the development of the 

code lists, including how they marry-up with the con*nuous review of the materials, such 

that ‘Leave No One Behind’, not in the first set of codes, became a code that could also 

incorporate ideas that overlapped with the ‘effects of poverty on children's educa*onal 

outcomes’. 
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First Set of Codes Penultimate Set of Codes Final Code Set 
attainment gap attainment gap Effects of poverty on children's 

educational outcomes 
disadvantaged children 
 

effects of poverty on 
children's educational 
outcomes 

 

single mothers   
single parents   
unemployed parents   
universal credit   
 Leave No One Behind Leave No One Behind 
food hunger lack of access to 

services/resources: a) 
education, b) health, c) food 

Lack of access to services: a) 
education, b) health, c) food 

nutrition budgeting   
framing of and response 
to childhood poverty 

Framing of childhood poverty Framing of childhood poverty 

Table 5.2: Codes iden*fied at different stages of analysis 

Sub-coding 

The 19 codes were then used for the UKVNR (2019) submission to the UN that incorporated 

sec*ons from Northern Ireland (NI), Scotland and Wales. First, I had coded the whole UKVNR 

to take in the introduc*on, conclusion, and summary of each SDG. While inclusive, the first 

results were unsophis*cated and did not reveal different approaches by the Four Na*ons. I 

refined it by separately sub-coding England, Scotland, NI and Wales for each code. A second 

run of Atlas.* was undertaken concentra*ng on each of the Four Na*ons within the UKVNR. 

Focusing on each Na*on in turn allowed me to begin reflec*on on how each Na*on 

approached implemen*ng the SDGs and the distribu*on of the codes across each Na*on. I 

then ran Atlas.* on the supplementary reports from Wales (WSR, 2019) and Scotland (SSR, 

2020). 

The reflexive element of TA became evident for me in examining whether a code was 

explicit, seman*c in meaning, or more implicit, latent in meaning, and how codes can 

capture my “… analy*cal take on the data” (Braun and Clarke, 2022:35). For example, the 

code ‘Accountability of government to alleviate child poverty’ at a seman*c level can be 

viewed via the extent the government make use of child poverty sta*s*cs; at a latent level, 

this code also allows reflec*on on the Governments use of language within the VNR for 
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example, how it frames accountability to alleviate child poverty. Per*nent for my research 

was Byrne’s (2022) observa*on regarding the flexibility of the dual aspect of seman*c and 

latent coding and how they may stand alone or be overlapping. This was relatable to my 

research when aJemp*ng to understand and reflect on the language used by the UK 

Government and how this might aid my interpreta*on of levels of meaning regarding 

poverty, educa*on, and rights. 

The advantages and limita*ons of using computer sogware for thema*c coding have been 

iden*fied in terms of how the sogware may aid inves*ga*on and visualisa*on of the data; 

however, computer sogware does not necessarily aid with the nuances of analysis that may 

only come from the researcher immersing themselves in the data (John and Johnson, 2000). 

Using Atlas.* computer sogware in my PhD had the advantage of allowing data to be 

uploaded, coded, and aided the iden*fica*on of quota*ons. 

To undertake the analysis, I used pdf versions of the UKVNR 2019, SSR 2020, and WSR 2019, 

prin*ng off a few pages at a *me when necessary, and the Atlas.* sogware, as stated in 

5.4.1. As a sole researcher, I did not have co-researchers to discuss code choices, although 

my supervisor proved a vital cri*cal sounding board here. Whilst working with a co-

researcher can be useful to explore assump*ons and act as a “check”, on the other hand it is 

also possible that co-researchers may not always agree or code in the same way. Braun and 

Clarke (2022) note that RTA is not aiming to provide a right or wrong answer. It is my 

reflec*ve engagement as a researcher with the data that aids the coding and the analy*cal 

process that follows on from this (Byrne, 2022). 

5.5.3 Phase 3 - Genera/ng candidate themes 

From the immersion in the data, 19 separate codes were iden*fied that captured my 

“analy*cal take on the data” (Braun and Clarke, 2022:35). As the coding of the UKVNR 

progressed, it was apparent that certain sec*ons of the VNR were relevant to several 

different codes. The result was the development of four ini*al candidate themes (Braun and 

Clarke, 2022:89): A) Areas of poverty; B) Rights; C) Educa*onal outcomes; D) Visibility of 

children. At this phase, the four themes offered a broad view of the data. Iden*fying codes 

that were interlinked in the data helped me to capture where there were shared meanings 

in the data that could then provide insight when clustered together under a theme. The four 
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themes related to my RQs (1.2.1), supported by ongoing reflec*ons of the data and 

reinforced in the context of my literature review. RTA is a process as Phase 4 (5.4.4) indicates 

and, as the themes developed (5.4.5), I iden*fied the parameters of the final Theme-Code 

table (Table 5.6). 

5.5.4 Phase 4 - Developing and reviewing themes 

Phase 4 proved very *me consuming as the reflexive and reflec*ve nature of thema*c 

analysis is premised on the ongoing ques*oning and re-emergence in the data by the 

researcher, moving backwards and forwards between methodically the phases. Reviewing 

my four chosen themes against my codes and quota*ons across the dataset of documents 

allowed me to examine in more detail if each theme s*ll worked, both individually and 

collec*vely within the overall data as a way of presen*ng a coherent narra*ve – it goes to 

“validity” and “richness” of the themes (Braun and Clarke, 2022:97). The movement 

between Phases 3 and 4 supported this process. At the start of Phase 4, for example, 

rechecking and making amendments to my code alloca*on to themes proved useful in 

clarifying paJerns of meanings when seen in rela*on to highlighted quota*ons. This process 

required each theme in turn to be reviewed again against their assigned codes for me to 

confirm that each theme was coherent in its own right and the coding assigned to each 

theme jus*fied that theme. Before the themes were finalised (5.4.5), some were rejected for 

being too prescrip*ve – for example, Candidate Theme A referred to a ‘Systemic 

understanding of poverty’, rather than a ‘framing of poverty’, which beJer captures the 

sense of the quota*ons generated from the UKVNR. However, Theme B, Rights, was 

consistent throughout. The repeated process of revising code labels, referring to the 

generated quota*ons, and then reflec*ng on the themes in the light of the codes and the 

RQs, led to the final set of themes. 

Initial Candidate Themes Candidate Themes Final Themes 
Areas of poverty Systemic understanding of 

poverty 
Framing of poverty 

Rights Rights Rights 
Educational outcomes Poverty and children’s 

education 
Impact of poverty on 
children’s education 

Visibility of children Status and visibility of 
children 

Status and visibility of 
children 

Table 5.3: Development of Themes 
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With 19 Codes and only four themes, it led to numerous codes in each theme and overlap. 

Codes have no content in and of themselves. It is the quota*ons they generate that gives 

them substance that can then indicate themes. For example, the code ‘Poverty sta*s*cs’ 

generated several quota*ons, but some clearly were applicable to Theme A, Framing of 

Poverty, while others showed the impact of poverty on children’s educa*on, Theme C. 

Code/ Theme A) Framing 
of poverty 

B) Rights C) Impact of poverty 
on children’s 
education 

D) Status and 
visibility of 
children 

Poverty statistics ü  ü  
Table 5.4: Poverty Sta*s*cs and Themes 

Phase 4 also helped to clarify my thinking and aided in the cri*cal evalua*on and reflec*ons 

on my interpreta*ons of the data thus far. I agree with Braun and Clarke (2022) that RTA is 

not always linear in its execu*on and when mistakes are made to understand that as part of 

the process. For example, realising that I needed to sub-code by reference to the Four 

Na*ons, there was no way to readily see the differences in approach by the Devolved 

Administra*ons. While the codes remained the same, I revisited each and the associated 

quota*ons; ini*ally, all codes were generic to the United Kingdom, even if it was a policy or 

prac*ce in only one or two of the Four Na*ons. Scotland and Wales, for instance, had 

u*lised a legisla*ve approach to fulfilling the SDGs, so the Code ‘Na*onal legisla*on and 

child poverty’, was dominated by references to the sec*ons of the UKVNR focusing on those 

two Devolved Administra*ons: 39 out of the 45 quota*ons.  

Code: ‘National legislation and child poverty’/ Sub-codes References 
England 1 
Scotland 20 
Wales 19 
NI 2 
UK 4 
Total 45 

Table 5.5: Breakdown of references by sub-code 

Although adding the sub-codes was *me consuming, it allowed me to make use of the 

flexibility of RTA and move between Phase 1 and 2, further immerse myself in the data, 
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whilst also allowing reflec*on on how the alloca*on of codes to quota*ons could start the 

ini*al process of looking for paJerns within the data. 

With the finalised themes, it was possible to clearly set codes against themes and recognise 

the paJerns. 
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Code/ Theme A) Framing 
of poverty 

B) 
Rights 

C) Impact of poverty 
on children’s 
education 

D) Status 
and visibility 
of children 

Accountability of 
government to alleviate 
child poverty 

ü ü   

Child poverty & parents ü    
Effects of poverty on 
children's educational 
outcomes 

ü  ü  

Effects of poverty on child 
physical and mental health 

ü  ü  

Framing of childhood 
poverty 

ü   ü 

Framing of human rights in 
response to poverty 

 ü  ü 

Lack of access to services: 
education, health, food 

  ü  

Leave No One Behind ü ü ü ü 
National legislation and 
child poverty 

ü  ü ü 

Partnership across groups   ü ü 
Policy responses to child 
poverty 

ü  ü ü 

Poverty - marginalised and 
vulnerable groups 

ü ü  ü 

Poverty statistics ü  ü  
Rights, participation and 
child agency 

 ü ü ü 

Rights, social justice and 
poverty 

ü ü   

SDG framework to alleviate 
child poverty 

ü ü ü ü 

Stigma and poverty ü  ü ü 
UN international treaties  ü   
UNCRC and poverty  ü  ü 

Table 5.6: Codes and Themes 

There were two codes, ‘Leave No One Behind’ and ‘SDG framework to alleviate child 

poverty’ that appeared under every theme, but that is hardly surprising. My thesis is 

addressing the UK Voluntary Na*onal Review of progress towards the 2030 Agenda, so 

codes rooted in that Agenda would logically appear in rela*on to every theme. For example, 

coding UKVNR text as ‘LNOB’ generated 115 quota*ons, but some of them clearly aJached 

to the ‘Framing of poverty’ while others were per*nent to the ‘Status and visibility of 
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children’. Likewise, the code ‘Framing of childhood poverty’ produced quota*ons that fiJed 

the themes ‘Framing of poverty’ and ‘Status and visibility of children’. Themes, as a whole, 

should be “aiming to develop a rich, nuanced analysis that address [the RQs]” (Braun and 

Clarke, 2022:97). 

As set out in the next sec*on (5.4.5), the alloca*on of codes and associated quota*ons to 

themes, is a dynamic process that required me to reflect on the four components of my 

methodology: codes, generated quota*ons, themes and the RQs. The coding of the UKVNR, 

SSR and WSR through Atlas.* generated quota*ons that had to then be understood and 

interpreted in the light of the three RQs. The quota*ons indicated the four themes within 

the documents and, thus, the appropriate code alloca*on to themes (Table 6). The fluid 

approach needed when undertaking RTA, understanding that “it is not strictly linear” as 

outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022:36), may sound easy, but I have found it has required not 

just *me to engage in both the reflexive and reflec*ve nature of RTA, but the confidence to 

be an ac*ve intui*ve researcher. 

5.5.5 Phase 5 - Refining, defining, and naming themes 

In Phase 3 (5.4.3), I generated four candidate themes covering general areas that I believed 

gave a framework for considering the narra*ve of my research. Working on the themes is a 

dynamic and interac*ve process and one that required me to re-examine regularly. Braun 

and Clarke (2022:36) suggest “… wri*ng a brief synopsis of each theme” in phase 5. I found 

this a useful, necessary, but taxing exercise to do, but approached it as a means to evolving 

and refining my reflec*ve thinking. 

Theme A: Framing of poverty 

This theme offers a picture of how poverty, and in par*cular child poverty, in the UKVNR is 

framed. The framing of poverty can incorporate the language used within the documents 

that may highlight issues of inclusion or exclusion of certain groups. This in turn leads to 

considera*on of how the government’s framing of poverty and its interlinkages is reflected 

in the implementa*on of policies. How the UK government frames poverty and implements 

policies can offer insight and allow for interpreta*on of how the government views the role 

of individual responsibility of the people experiencing poverty. In rela*on to child poverty, 
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what is the government’s understanding of the state’s responsibili*es and necessary 

responses required to effect structural change that would offer a transforma*ve difference. 

Theme B: Rights 

This theme considers the rela*onship of rights to the UKVNR, with a par*cular emphasis on 

children’s rights. The 2030 Agenda (2015) is underpinned by the principles of rights and 

urges states to uphold, implement and protect the rights of all their ci*zens. The UN urges 

states to be par*cularly mindful of the most vulnerable and marginalised in society, and the 

obliga*ons of states in protec*ng the rights of such groups. The UK, in agreeing to the 2030 

Agenda, has undertaken a commitment to rights in progressing towards the SDGs. The 

extent the UK acknowledges the importance of rights, and their implementa*on allows for 

an assessment of how rights are framed within the UKVNR, both na*onally and across the 

Devolved Administra*ons. This theme considers how the UK government frames issues of 

child poverty and educa*on in rela*on to upholding children’s rights as a means of mee*ng 

the 2030 Agenda. 

Theme C: Impact of poverty on children’s educa1on 

This theme examines the extent to which the UKVNR shows the government’s 

understanding of the impact that poverty has on children’s educa*on. It explores how the 

UKVNR presents the role of the state and its response to addressing the mul*dimensional 

nature of poverty in rela*on to the educa*onal needs of children and young people. It 

examines the extent to which the UKVNR considers whether there are links between 

poverty, food, health, the aJainment gap, early years and educa*onal outcomes, and any 

policy responses geared toward addressing inequali*es in these areas so that the 2030 

Agenda is met. 

Theme D: Status and visibility of children. 

This theme explores the status and visibility of children within the UKVNR. The 2030 Agenda 

promise of LNOB encompasses the most marginalised and vulnerable in society, including 

children experiencing poverty. The well-being of children and upholding their rights is seen 

as integral to the success of the SDGs. Examina*on of how the UK government posi*ons 

children within the UKVNR allows for the inves*ga*on of the status assigned to children and 

their visibility within policies. The extent that children’s needs and rights in rela*on to 
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poverty and educa*on are addressed in the UKVNR, and not solely as an adjunct to adults’, is 

worthy of analysis. 

Reflec1on 

Ager wri*ng the synopsis of themes and leaving them to seJle into my thinking regarding 

my RQs, I considered if there was a clear enough demarca*on between the themes, as on 

revisi*ng codes and quota*ons for the themes, I found there was some overlap between 

them, for example, Themes A and C, but there was also significant dis*nc*on.  

At the same *me as I was undertaking this stage of the research, I was also undertaking my 

Social Work annual registra*on which requires the undertaking of a minimum of two pieces 

of con*nuous professional development with a compulsory reflec*ve element. First, I 

reflected on BASW An*-Poverty Strategy (2019), which highlights the structural nature of 

poverty and calls for a rights-based approach to an*-poverty prac*ce. Secondly, considering 

ATD’s Fourth World Report (2019) based on people’s lived experiences of poverty in the UK, 

enabled me to gain a greater insight into the dimensions of poverty. These aspects of my 

professional life, coinciding and overlapping, have aided my contempla*on on my research. 

RTA always requires the researcher to engage and re-engage with the data, the coding, and 

the themes in the light of the RQs so that the process of wri*ng up is dynamic, reflec*ve and 

reflexive. 

5.5.6 Phase 6 - Wri/ng up 

Chapters 6 to 8 contain analysis and discussion and the conclusions to analysing the UKVNR. 

As the methodology used RTA, ‘Phase 6, Wri*ng up’, may appear to be the last phase in the 

methodical approach. However, taking on board Braun and Clarke’s (2022) guidance, I 

concur it was an ongoing process during the research. As I went between phases 3-6, I 

constantly revisited the text. 

Reflec*ng on the ‘wri*ng up’ phase, I acknowledge there are influences from long before 

undertaking this PhD. My research draws together not just the examina*on of the UKVNR, 

but analysis of my own personal experiences, my understanding and knowledge gained over 

forty years as an early year’s prac**oner, lecturer, registered social worker, advocate, and 

member of various NGOs concerned with child poverty and the rights of the child and 

educa*on.  
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5.6 Summary 

My methodology, u*lising Braun and Clarke’s RTA (2022), enabled me to understand and 

frame my RQs in rela*on to the text of the UKVNR (2019), SSR (2020) and WSR (2019). 

Through RTA, I explored the connec*on between Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, along 

with the links to human rights. RTA allowed me to understand the impact of poverty, in 

many of its dimensions, on children’s educa*on. As such, without the essen*al aspect of 

addressing poverty, educa*on cannot be fair and accessible and consistent with human 

rights, which allow all children in the UK to achieve their fullest poten*al. 

5.6.1 Preface to the next three chapters 

The following Chapters, 6 – 8, present my findings from examining three reports: 1) the 

UKVNR (2019) and the supplementary reports from 2) Scotland (SSR, 2020) and 3) Wales 

(WSR, 2019). The UK government has not indicated whether it will produce a further VNR to 

the United Na*ons on its progress towards mee*ng the SDGs. Although all the Devolved 

Administra*ons contributed to and are included in the UKVNR (2019) submission to the 

United Na*ons, Northern Ireland’s (NI) sec*ons were less substan*al than the others. The 

poli*cal difficul*es at that *me within NI’s devolved government may have impacted on 

their ability to fully engage with the VNR process. 

In the UKVNR, the term Ac1vity snapshot is used to highlight examples of good prac*ce; I 

include examples within the analysis and discussion of the RQs to indicate prac*cal 

implementa*on that the governments saw as important. 

The RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2022) was used to underpin the explora*on and analysis of my 

RQs in rela*on to the UKVNR: 

RQ1:  How does the UK frame child poverty when addressing Poverty-SDG1? 

RQ2:  How does the UK framing of poverty impact on children’s Educa*on SDG-4? 

RQ3:  To what extent are rights seen as integral to the UK approach to mee*ng the 2030 

Agenda with respect to children’s educa*on? 
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My three RQs, although addressed separately in chapters 6-8, build on one another. The UK’s 

failure to frame a broad understanding of child poverty impacts on fulfilling the 2030 Agenda 

and respect for the right to educa*on. To avoid the impression of finality, I follow Braun and 

Clarke’s (2022) sugges*on to use the term analysis rather than results or findings. This 

dis*nc*on fits with my quali*ve, reflec*ve approach, where I integrate the direct 

quota*ons, I have selected and embed them in a narra*ve that builds a picture of my 

analysis of the three reports. I make use of the Capability Approach (CA) to aid my analysis 

of the RQs by considering how the framing of poverty may contribute to the capability of 

children to access and par*cipate fully in their right to educa*on. 

The UKVNR (2019:10) notes that there are differences and similari*es in the implementa*on 

of legisla*on, policies, and frameworks for the SDGs across the Devolved Administra*ons of 

Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland (NI). By highligh*ng some of the Devolved 

Administra*ons’ different approaches, I hope to con*nue building my own narra*ve of how 

poverty is understood and responded to.  

As regards Chapters 6 (RQ1) and 8 (RQ3), the discussion of the Devolved Administra*ons’ 

approaches could be taken vis-à-vis the RQ. However, with respect to Chapter 7, each aspect 

of RQ2 examined in the analysis and discussion of the UKVNR was discrete and, as will be 

seen, the specific responses of each Devolved Administra*on could be more coherently 

addressed in that sec*on of the chapter rather than en bloc at the end. 
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Chapter 6: RQ1: How does the UK frame child poverty when 
addressing Poverty-SDG1? Analysis and Discussion  

6.1 Introduction to RQ1 

Agenda 2030 has adopted a mul*dimensional framing of poverty: 

We recognize that eradica*ng poverty in all its forms and dimensions, …, is 
the greatest global challenge … We are determined to end poverty and 
hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, and to ensure that all human 
beings can fulfil their poten*al in dignity and equality …. (UNGA, 2015:1–2) 

According to Townsend (1979), Sen (1985b), the UN (1995), Gordon et al. (2000, 2013) and 

Lister (2021), poverty encompasses not just a lack of income, but also reduced access to 

resources and services, which in turn impacts on individual and group capacity to par*cipate 

fully in society. Whereas the UKVNR (2019) makes similar indica*ons to the broader 

framings of poverty, its focus is on employment and higher pay resolving poverty, indica*ng 

a simple income-related framing. I consider how the framing of poverty by the government 

is reflected in the implementa*on of policies, illustra*ng the extent the government appears 

to address the interlinking dimensions of poverty in a transforma*ve manner for children. 

Furthermore, my thesis offers insight and allows for interpreta*on of how the government 

views individual responsibility of the people experiencing poverty.  

The main interconnec*ng areas considered in rela*on to RQ1 are: 

• Poverty, welfare reform and full employment (6.2) 

• Government accountability regarding Poverty SDG-1 (6.3) 

• Troubled Families Programme (6.4) 

• Devolved Administra*ons (6.5)  

• Summary - RQ1 (6.6) 

6.2 Poverty, welfare reform and full employment 

As stated in Chapter 3, poverty is mul*dimensional. My research iden*fies the government’s 

approach to welfare reform, employment and poverty within the UKVNR and highlights the 
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cumula*ve nega*ve impact that policies can have on children when their best interests are 

not the focus. 

The UKVNR states clearly the importance of the SDGs generally in tackling injus*ce: 

The UK is determined to tackle injus/ces …. The Goals … reflect the most 
significant global challenges of modern *me. The issues they relate to are 
complex and interlinked. The Voluntary Na*onal Review shows some of the 
ac*on being taken. (UKVNR, 2019:5). 

The government acknowledges that the state is central to the implementa*on of the SDG 

Agenda 2030. However, although they recognise that the SDGs are complex and interlinked, 

the UKVNR lacks a commitment and clarity about achieving this objec*ve. The Conserva*ve 

government’s response did not reduce the number of children who experience poverty or 

improve all children’s outcomes in a manner that enables them to reach their full poten*al 

(UNGA, 2015). My analysis of the UKVNR indicates that this is because the UK government 

fails to address and assess the interlinking inequali*es experienced throughout childhood 

which impact on educa*onal and holis*c development. 

Despite having received the 2016 CteeRC concluding observa*on (2016) that raised concerns 

over child poverty, there is liJle in my analysis to indicate in the UKVNR that the UK 

government ever had a holis*c and effec*ve plan to address child poverty, even though the 

UKVNR narra*ve purports otherwise: 

The UK is commibed to tackling all forms of poverty, including childhood 
disadvantage and in-work poverty, at home and abroad. The UK 
government supports full employment and higher pay as the best long-
term route out of poverty. (UKVNR,2019:28) 

While the UK government uses the word “commibed” in rela*on to tackling poverty and 

links child poverty with childhood disadvantage, full employment and higher pay are the 

proposed routes out of poverty. This approach fails to take account of the different 

circumstances that can impact on being in full *me paid employment. Caring 

responsibili*es, which are predominantly undertaken by women (Montgomerie and Tepe-

Belfrage, 2016) are not always aligned with access to affordable high quality childcare, and 

are limited in the range of provision, par*cularly in the most deprived areas. The UKVNR 
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recognises the need for increased childcare provision for parents and lone parents in 

par*cular to access full *me work (UKVNR, 2019:30). However, the focus remains fixed on 

resolving poverty by: 

Promo*ng full-*me work and making sure it sufficiently pays is a key plank 
of the UK government’s an*-poverty strategy. (UKVNR, 2019:32)  

There is acknowledgment that work should pay sufficiently, which, may relate to the 

implementa*on of the living wage. However, decisions on what sufficient pay should be are 

rarely made by the recipients of that pay. The above quota*on refers to the government’s 

an*-poverty strategy, but this was not backed up in terms of a clear, implemented strategy. It 

is per*nent to note that post-UKVNR at a na*onal level, the House of Commons Work and 

Pensions CommiJee (2021) recommended a cross-departmental strategy to address present 

and future child poverty, encompassing the cost of living and the causes of poverty.  

The UK Government nevertheless appears to see the SDGs as embracing a holis*c response 

to poverty: 

Poverty is complex. Income transfers alone do not break the cycle of long-
term disadvantage. (UKVNR, 2019:28) 

It is not just about incomes, but also about values. It is not just about 
avoiding catastrophe, but about leqng everybody reach their full poten*al 
– Leaving No One Behind. (UKVNR, 2019:4) 

However, there is no men*on in the UKVNR on how a lack of access to services impacts on 

children reaching their full poten*al and leaves people behind. The UKVNR reveals a lack of 

concerted policy to address poverty and its manifold dimensions, and which, due to that 

failure, does not address the underlying, interrelated causes. In the main, my analysis of the 

UKVNR reveals the UK government focused its values and emphasis on income-poverty, to 

be addressed via full employment. This places the responsibility on parents and away from 

government and its policies. It does not fully address all aspects of child poverty, with 

detrimental consequences for children and their development.  

The UN CteeRC issued to the UK concluding observa*ons in both 2016 and 2023 (2016; 

2023) and noted serious concern over the high child poverty rates across the UK. The 2023 
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report noted “the large number of children living in poverty, food insecurity and 

homelessness” and advised the government and the Devolved Na*ons to: 

a) Develop or strengthen exis*ng policies … to end child poverty and ensure 
that all children have an adequate standard of living, including by increasing 
social benefits to reflect the rising cost of living … 

d) … Ensure that measures to combat poverty comply with a child rights-
based approach and include a par*cular focus on children in disadvantaged 
situa*ons … (CRC/CO 6-7, 2023, 46.a-d) 

While the quota*ons in this sec*on, drawn from Theme A and related Codes, (5.4.5) show 

recogni*on that income transfers alone do not address the complexity of poverty, the 

government’s apparent insight has not shaped its framing and response to poverty. There 

seems to be some contradic*on by the government in the VNR, with its focus on addressing 

poverty through full-*me work rather than a clear strategy to address mul*dimensional 

poverty.  

6.3 Government accountability regarding Poverty SDG-1 

The UK Government posi*oned itself as crucial to the development and adop*on of the 17 

SDGs in 2015, especially the promise to ‘Leave No One Behind’ (LNOB) which is central to 

achieving Poverty-SDG1 (UNGA, 2015). The inclusion of the words, “commitments”, 

“promise”, “priori*es” at the beginning of the UKVNR sets a tone from the outset that gives 

an impression of the government’s sincerity and accountability to fulfil the SDG Agenda to 

LNOB (UKVNR, 2019:5). 

Children who experience poverty in the UK are leg behind in terms of their development 

and outcomes in comparison to children not experiencing poverty. Government 

commitments, promises and priori*es have not become a reality in terms of how they have 

responded to addressing child poverty in the UK. Based on my analysis of the UKVNR, this 

lack of commitment to the applica*on of LNOB undermines the UK government’s prac*cal 

implementa*on of the 2030 Agenda.  It is evident in the number of children living in poverty 

in 2018, 4.1 million children were living in rela*ve poverty, ager housing costs are 

considered (DWP, 2019). The government’s commitment within the VNR to addressing 

poverty and child poverty has not been borne out in the years since the publica*on of the 
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VNR, as reflected in the increasing numbers of children living in poverty; in 2023, it had risen 

to 4.2 million (Devine, 2024).   

The government posi*ons itself as central to the development of the LNOB principle of the 

SDGs: 

The UK played a key role in ensuring that Leave No One Behind became a 
core principle of the Goals, and pledged to put the last first by ensuring 
that: 

• every person has a fair opportunity in life no maJer who or where 
they are; 

• people who are furthest behind, who have least opportunity, and 
who are the most excluded are priori*sed; and 

• every person counts and will be counted. (UKVNR, 2019:26) 

There is both reference to and recogni*on of the need to put the last first regarding ensuring 

fair opportunity, and a recogni*on that greatest opportunity is given to those furthest 

behind and excluded. It is the government who is making themselves accountable through 

the pledge of ensuring to LNOB. 

The word pledged is used and interac*vely linked within the UKVNR (2019:26) to a 

government policy briefing paper, ‘Leaving No one behind: Our promise’, which notes that 

the government has to hold: 

… [itself] and each other accountable for designing policies and building 
inclusive ins*tu*ons that put the furthest behind first and sustainably 
address the root causes of poverty and exclusion. (DfID & FCDO, 2019:3–4) 

Here there is acknowledgment from the government of their accountability for designing 

policies and ins*tu*ons that seek to address poverty. It is per*nent to note that the DfID 

policy briefing goes on to acknowledge that children who experience poverty are a group 

that are leg behind and need to be listened to (DfID & FCDO, 2019:3–4). 

The UKVNR (2019) needs to be understood against the background of the welfare reforms 

from 2012 onwards. Universal Credit imposed a range of condi*ons and obliga*ons on 

claimants, mainly low-income families that had a cumula*ve nega*ve impact on people’s 

lives, which the government failed to consider in the implementa*on of the welfare reform 
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policies (Meers, 2022). Welfare reform policies increased the risk of poverty by reducing 

household income. For example, the two-child limit on income-related benefits and the 

benefit cap (JRF, 2023; Try, 2024). The implementa*on of Universal Credit with puni*ve 

sanc*ons and benefit caps, and the two-child limit within universal credit to accessing 

benefits, have not shown an integrated approach to reducing poverty and inequality. 

Children from larger families, single parent households and children from black and ethnic 

minority families are more likely to experience poverty (JRF, 2024).  

My analysis of the UKVNR indicates that these policies exacerbate poverty and push children 

further behind. The analysis discloses that there is a contradic*on in what the government 

acknowledges needs to be done in the VNR and the lived reality of children who experience 

poverty: 

… when people are marginalised or excluded…when leg behind … everyone 
suffers the consequences (UKVNR, 2019:26). 

Children who live in poverty can experience marginalisa*on and exclusion from 

opportuni*es and therefore be the very group that the government would need to ensure 

are put first and are given a fair opportunity across every aspect of their lives, including 

access to and par*cipa*on in quality educa*on. I ques*on the premise that “everyone 

suffers the consequences” of being leg behind to the same degree. 

Sen’s CA (1985b) provides a useful lens here to consider how poverty is more than just about 

experiencing rela*ve poverty with respect to the environment in which you live but is also 

about the lack of opportuni*es to achieve well-being and capabili*es. It is the intersec*on 

and interconnec*vity of the issues that aids the narra*ve of this thesis in fully 

comprehending the impact of poverty on children and their educa*on, discussed in Chapter 

7.  

If the mul*dimensional nature of poverty is not recognised and addressed by the 

government, then the impact on children and families may be felt across the genera*ons. 

Longitudinal research has shown how the impact of poverty in the early years of a child’s life 

can con*nue to nega*vely affect development (Dickerson and Popli, 2016, 2018). Children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds and in receipt of Free School Meals (FSM) have also been 
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shown to experience adverse impacts on educa*onal outcomes, such as lower GCSE results, 

that then affects employment and earning opportuni*es (Farquharson et al., 2022). 

Inequali*es experienced in health and educa*on can impact the choices and opportuni*es 

available regarding essen*als such as access to good quality food and housing that have a 

consequen*al effect on both the physical and mental health of adults and children, which 

may go on to nega*vely affect the next genera*on (Marmot et al., 2010, 2020). Poverty and 

the impact on children’s educa*on is further addressed across Chapter 7 and vis-à-vis 

nutri*on in 7.5.  

The government uses commibed to acknowledge that poverty has many dimensions and 

can be inter-genera*onal: 

The UK is commibed to addressing poverty in all its dimensions and 
believes that, in the long run, the cycle of inter-genera/onal poverty can 
only be broken through a focus on the root causes of poverty (UKVNR, 
2019:29). 

Despite the UK Government’s commitment, there is no clarifica*on as to what all those 

dimensions of poverty would include. The government links the cycle of inter-genera/onal 

poverty and the root causes of poverty. However, there is a lack of clarity as to what the 

government consider to be “root causes of poverty”, indica*ng that the government’s focus 

and commitment appears not to extend iden*fying and understanding the causes of poverty 

to enable a more nuanced response to tacking poverty. The discourse around the cycle of 

inter-genera/onal poverty may suggest that the cause, blame and failings of poverty lie in 

individual families, rather than recognising and addressing the mul*farious nature of 

poverty that families living in the most deprived and marginalised areas may experience for 

genera*ons (MacDonald et al., 2020). I iden*fied the narra*ve of blame in rela*on to the 

Troubled Families Programme (TFP) (see 6.4).  

Unlike Scotland, Wales and NI, England does not have a child poverty strategy. In 2016, the 

UN raised concerns over the high levels of child poverty in the UK and urged the government 

to implement child poverty strategies (CRC/CO 5, 2016). My research highlights how a lack 

of a coherent poverty strategy made the government’s commitment to address Poverty-

SDG1 appear hollow and deficient in convic*on. The resul*ng poverty inequali*es cause a 
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lack of well-being and opportuni*es to fully par*cipate in society with dignity, aJain their 

true capability and impacts on their human rights. 

The framing of poverty showed how government policies reflect a narrow view of poverty 

that fails to properly address Poverty-SDG1. The VNR aJempts to shig some of the 

responsibility for childhood poverty on to the families. 

6.4 Troubled Families Programme 

The inclusion of an ac*vity snapshot to highlight the Troubled Families Programme (TFP) 

within the UKVNR is an example of the government’s framing of poverty and offers an 

insight into a limited understanding of poverty and child poverty, in par*cular:  

Activity snapshot: 

To target particularly disadvantaged children, around 150 local authorities across 
England are delivering the Troubled Families Programme to support families with 
multiple and overlapping disadvantages. The second phase was launched with a £920 
million investment in 2015 to support a further 400,000 families by 2020 through 
dedicated and coordinated ‘whole-of- family’ support. (UKVNR, 2019:30). 

Within the UKVNR (2019:30) the TFP is in the sec*on on child poverty and lone parents. It 

conflates lone parent families as troubled families and further conflates disadvantaged 

children with “Troubled Families”, as the target group. The implementa*on guide for the TFP 

(established 2011) makes no men*on of poverty (Department for Communi*es and Local 

Government, 2012). Crossley (2018) makes the important point that the TFP presented a 

narra*ve of families that are poor as the cause of the problem and the solu*on focuses 

solely on the family. By doing this the government directs the narra*ve away from 

recognising and dealing with structural inequali*es.  

Further, my research discloses that the government thereby abdicates its responsibility to 

tackle child poverty in any transforma*ve manner. There is a lack of emphasis on improving 

universal services for all families so that support from the state and its agencies is geared to 

the holis*c well-being of children and their families. There is a lack of aJen*on given to the 

causes of poverty, and a lack of understanding that the framing of ini*a*ves, such as the TFP, 
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can lead to children and families feeling s*gma when targeted as troubled or in need of 

support (Lister, 2021).  

Since the UKVNR was published, the TFP has evolved into the “Suppor*ng Families” 

Programme. The government guidance document on implemen*ng the new programme 

makes no men*on of poverty (Ministry of Housing, Communi*es and Local Government, 

2021). However, the emphasis is s*ll on the responsibility for change within families, with 

limited focus on the wider social issues of the causes of poverty. By focusing on families, the 

government present a nega*ve rhetoric about families (Barnes and Ross, 2021). 

Language can be used to either favour or negate individuals or groups and can highlight 

issues of power, inequality, and jus*ce (Fairclough, 2013; Mullet, 2018). I iden*fied how 

language may be used to exclude and marginalise children and families that encounter 

statutory and voluntary agencies.  Terms such as “Troubled Families”, focus on the individual 

or groups rather than on the responsibility of agencies to recognise and address the barriers 

to accessing and engaging with services. Addi*onally, families lived experience of poverty, 

and the role of the state in rela*on to the structural causes of the poverty, is where the 

focus and narra*ve need to be redirected if Agenda 2030 (UNGA, 2015) is to have any 

meaningful impact within the UK. 

Gupta’s (2017) work on child protec*on has been influen*al. Although my research is not 

focused on child protec*on, Gupta’s research showed how to incorporate CA and human 

rights as a lens through which to examine the mul*dimensional nature of poverty, as 

discussed in 6.3. Gupta’s research not only emphasised individual circumstances, but 

highlighted the need to understand social and economic circumstances of children and 

families that encounter child protec*on agencies. 

In rela*on to my research regarding RQ1 and the narrow framing of poverty in the UKVNR, 

the TFP can be viewed through the CA. Children and their families were addressed in terms 

of their individual circumstances that needed to be changed, but there was liJle 

understanding as to the wider structural, socio-economic system that impacted on their 

choices and freedoms. 
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In sum, the government refers to the mul*dimensional character of poverty, but its policies 

focus on “disposable income” as the appropriate metric (UKVNR, 2019:37). The government 

analysis always come back to the simplis*c idea of full employment that can never address 

all aspects of poverty.  

6.5 Devolved Administrations  

What follows is a discussion of how each of the devolved administra*ons has approached 

the UKVNR. It necessarily emphasises differences in approach and cri*ques by the Devolved 

Administra*ons of the Westminster government. It also raises the constraints and problems 

the Devolved Administra*ons face because of the limita*ons of devolu*on. 

Even though the Devolved Administra*ons have their own government and legislature, the 

UK parliament legislates on reserved issues such as “Macroeconomic and fiscal maJers and 

Na*onal living wage” for the whole of the UK (UKVNR, 2019:10). Throughout, the power of 

the UK Parliament to implement fiscal policy across the whole of the country and the impact 

this was seen to have, was an issue highlighted by Scotland and Wales in their contribu*ons 

to the VNRs on their ability to respond to poverty. 

6.5.1 Scotland 

The Scoqsh government acknowledges that poverty impacts on opportuni*es and children 

are iden*fied alongside adults, rather than subsumed: 

No child or adult should have their chances limited by poverty …. Our NPF [Na*onal 

Performance Framework] states that “we tackle poverty by sharing opportuni/es, wealth 

and power more equally”. (SSR, 2020:8) 

Rather than relying simply on full employment, the Scoqsh government proposes tackling 

poverty by sharing opportuni/es, power and wealth more equally. They also indicate the 

role that wealth and power play in achieving opportuni*es that protect against poverty. The 

NPF shows how Scotland uses legisla*on as a vehicle to aid the implementa*on of the SDG 

Agenda. However, Sinclair (2022) notes that although Scotland has a different approach to 

policy and legisla*on rela*ng to tackling child poverty, rates in Scotland have not decreased.  

Scotland iden*fies and focuses on: 
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… three key drivers of child poverty reduc*on: increasing income from work 
and earning; reducing household costs; and maximising income from social 
security and benefits in kind. The need to mi*gate the detrimental effects 
of poverty on those children who have already experienced it – improving 
these children’s life chances so that they do not grow up to become the 
parents of children in poverty – has also been taken into account. (SSR, 
2020:12) 

The visibility of children is enhanced by the way Scotland frames the persistence of 

intergenera*onal poverty, if mul*farious causes of poverty are not iden*fied and addressed. 

With respect to poverty and social protec*on, the Scoqsh government iden*fies the UK 

Government, and the welfare reforms it introduced, as detrimental to the people of 

Scotland (SSR, 2020:14–15, 18, 30). The Scoqsh interven*ons impact on households that 

have children which may explain why Scotland takes:  

… a whole systems approach to tackling poor health outcomes, poor diet 
and food insecurity, working towards achieving targets 2.1 and 2.2 with a 
close connec*on to Goal 1 and wider connec*ons to Goal 3 on Health, Goal 
8 on the Economy, and Goal 13 on Climate Ac*on. (SSR, 2020:21) 

Here the Scoqsh government takes a joined-up approach to achieving the SDGs, interlinking 

the impact of poverty with food insecurity and health. Although not men*oning educa*on in 

par*cular, Scotland asserts that poverty needs to be even more broadly understood, shown 

by recognising that Poverty-SDG1 and Hunger-SDG2 are linked to Health-SDG3. The 

intersec*onality of poverty, hunger, poor physical and mental health have been seen to have 

a nega*ve impact on children’s educa*on (Wickham et al., 2016; Marmot et al., 2020). 

Scotland’s response to the mul*dimensional character of poverty is addressed through its 

Na*onal Performance Framework. 

Scotland’s Na*onal Performance Framework (NPF) has reducing 
inequali*es at its heart. A range of legisla*on plans and policies in Scotland 
support the agenda to Leave No One Behind. … [and] ac*vely consider how 
they can reduce inequali*es of outcomes caused by socio-economic 
disadvantage, when making strategic decisions. (UKVNR, 2019:27)  

The Scoqsh government is linking their accountability and responsibility to LNOB through its 

legisla*on and policies. Accountability of the government and public bodies is reinforced by 
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imposing a legal responsibility to ac*vely consider socio-economic disadvantage in making 

decisions. By acknowledging that inequality from socio-economic disadvantage exists, 

Scotland’s approach to accountability differs from the UK government’s approach that 

promises to design policies that put the furthest behind first, but without any legal 

responsibility in place so to do.  

Scotland presents a different narra*ve in the VNR from the UK government’s, regarding the 

causes of socio-economic disadvantage. The Scoqsh focus highlights the impact of decisions 

made by people in authority on the outcomes of ci*zens, rather than the focus being on the 

changes the individual who experience socio-economic disadvantage should make to change 

their circumstances. My analysis of the SSR 2020 shows the Scoqsh government has 

adopted a broader framing of poverty and its causes by comparison to the Westminster 

government. Children have very liJle agency over government decisions but feel the impact 

of strategic policy decisions that affect the level of inequality they will experience 

throughout their childhood. 

6.5.2 Wales 

As in England, NI and Scotland, child poverty rates in Wales have not decreased in any 

meaningful manner (Stone, 2023). The Welsh government does affirm a commitment to 

tackle poverty and links it with inequality. It notes that “rela*ve poverty in Wales has 

remained steady for over a decade and is highest amongst children” (WSR, 2019:39), raising 

the visibility of children by acknowledging their posi*on in rela*on to poverty.  

The Well-being of Future Genera*ons (Wales) Act 2015 provides a comprehensive 

approach to sustainable development that mirrors the Agenda 2030 framework …. It 

lays out seven well-being goals for Wales, which address the four dimensions of 

sustainable development in Wales (environmental, economic, social, and cultural), 

places legal du*es on public sector bodies and establishes the world’s first Future 

Genera*ons Commissioner for Wales. (WSR, 2019:11) 

However, Sindall et al. (2021) note children are not men*oned specifically in the well-being 

goals for Wales; this omission was a missed opportunity for further raising their status.  
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The term well-being rather than sustainable development is given prime posi*oning in the 

naming of the Welsh legisla*on. The reasoning being that sustainable development was a 

concept people view mainly in rela*on to environmental issues, whereas well-being is easier 

to understand and encompasses not just personal well-being but societal well-being 

(Wallace, 2019). Like Scotland, Wales uses legisla*on to place legal du*es on public sector 

bodies which leads to accountability of Welsh ministers in mee*ng the SDG Agenda.  

The legisla*ve expecta*ons of the Futures Genera*ons Commissioner for Wales to monitor 

progress of the SDG Agenda is a further example of how the Welsh government view their 

accountability under the SDGs. Together with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2017) 

they produced guidance to help public bodies adopt a commitment to the CRC in rela*on to 

mee*ng the well-being goals for Wales. The guidance is considered important in the way it 

supports public bodies in a prac*cal way to bring together children’s rights and the SDGs in 

implemen*ng the Well-being of Future Genera*ons (Wales) Act 2015, (Croke et al., 2021).  

The implementa*on of Well-being of Future Genera*ons (Wales) Act 2015 is seen as 

significant in that its focus is on equality across communi*es and deals with both the 

present and future genera*ons’ well-being rather than limi*ng the focus to purely economic 

responses to social issues (Messham and Sheard, 2020). Wales focuses on a preventa/ve 

approach through early years provision and, like the UK government, employability:  

The Child Poverty Strategy underlines the importance of a preventa/ve 
approach to tackling child poverty, focussing on the early years and 
employability. (UKVNR, 2019:34)  

However, even with a child poverty strategy, Wales has the highest rate of child poverty 

across the Four Na*ons (Social Mobility Commission, 2021). This needs to be understood 

when considering the posi*on of Wales as a devolved administra*on in terms of policy 

development and funding from central government:  

Responsibility for the policy development of welfare reform is not 
devolved. Wales does not have the resources available to fully address the 
impact of these changes. However, it con*nues to mi*gate, where possible 
by providing addi*onal funding to support those most affected. (UKVNR, 
2019:35) 
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Wales is highligh*ng where they consider the responsibility and accountability for 

development in welfare reform lie, that is, with the Westminster government, and how the 

lack of funding available to them as a Devolved Na*on hinders how they can address any 

nega*ve impact of welfare policies. Nevertheless, it is interes*ng to note the Welsh 

response is to provide funding as a buffer to nega*ve welfare policy changes. In this way, 

Wales indicates that their accountability to fully tackling poverty should be seen within the 

wider policy restric*ons imposed by the UK central government vis-à-vis the degree of 

devolu*on.  

6.5.3 Northern Ireland (NI) 

While there is no separate supplementary report from NI, there are references to the NI 

approach in the UKVNR (2019): 

the principles of sustainable development are embedded in the Northern 
Ireland Execu*ve’s drag Programme for Government. Following the 
suspension of the Northern Ireland Execu*ve in March 2017, the drag 
Programme for Government framework has been used as the basis for the 
Northern Ireland Civil Service Outcomes Delivery Plan. (UKVNR, 2019:212)  

Although NI notes that the principles of Sustainable Development are implanted in their 

delivery of the SDGs, there is no indica*on of their understanding of the SDG principles. The 

reference to the suspension of the Northern Ireland Execu*ve, though, explains why there 

was limited input from Northern Ireland within the UKVNR. 

The NI contribu*ons to the VNR draw on Northern Ireland’s drag 
Programme for Government (PfG) Indicators. A mapping exercise has been 
carried out to highlight how the drag PfG (12 Outcomes and 49 popula*on 
Indicators) align with the Goals. (UKVNR, 2019:23)  

The drag Programme for Government aligns to the SDGs. A child poverty strategy was 

introduced in 2016, and the NI Execu*ve agreed to extend the strategy un*l 2022; the NI 

strategy is now being reconsidered in rela*on to implemen*ng a wider an*-poverty strategy 

that is s*ll to be implemented (Carville, 2024). 

… the Outcomes Delivery Plan is prepared around 12 outcomes in key areas 
of societal and economic well-being. It sets out how the work of the 
Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) will contribute to the objec*ve of 
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‘improving well-being for all – by tackling disadvantage and driving 
economic growth’. (UKVNR, 2019:27)  

It appears there were plans for the SDGs and the principles of the SDGs to be embedded 

into NI’s Execu*ve strategies. Although no men*on is made of children, there is 

acknowledgment that the SDGs are linked to improving well-being and tackling 

disadvantages for all. Societal and economic well-being are seen as key areas that NI needs 

to address. The emphasis is not on individual well-being but on societal well-being and 

improving well-being for all, indica*ng how one scaffolds the other. Like Wales, the emphasis 

is on improving well-being to tackle disadvantage. There is no men*on of the causes of 

disadvantage, but it is noteworthy that NI focuses on driving economic growth to tackle 

disadvantage. Like Wales, “achieving well-being for all” is the unifying concept underpinning 

their approach to implemen*ng the SDGs. 

Like the UK government, though, NI sees employment as the answer to poverty. 

… more needs to be done in tackling poverty and disadvantage and in 
suppor*ng those who need it most. Northern Ireland is con*nuing to help 
economically inac*ve people to move towards the labour market and to 
find and retain good jobs. (UKVNR, 2019:36)  

Again, poverty and disadvantage are linked. However, there is very limited input from NI in 

the UKVNR on Poverty-SDG1. It has been suggested that this lack of input from NI 

Departments in comparison to the other Devolved Na*ons demonstrated their lack of 

commitment to the SDG Agenda (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023).  

Teenage mums are a par*cular example who have been iden*fied as disadvantaged and in 

need of partnership input from health agencies so that they are not leg behind.  

Leave No One Behind: In Northern Ireland, the Family Nurse Partnership 
(FNP) will break the cycle of disadvantage and transform children’s lives by 
raising the profile of nurse’s partnerships with teenage mums. The FNP 
significantly improves outcomes for parents from disadvantaged 
communi*es facing mul*ple adversi*es. (UKVNR, 2019:49)  

Tackling disadvantage for children is seen to significantly transform their lives and, in doing 

so, implies a link with intergenera*onal disadvantage that needs to be addressed. The role 
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of the Family Nurse Partnership (FNP) with the teenage mums is linked to improving 

outcomes for parents, and in doing so transforms their children’s lives. The FNP ini*a*ve 

could be considered a preventa*ve approach to tackling disadvantage. However, no detail is 

given as to what causes a community to be disadvantaged in the first place and the scope of 

the ‘adversi*es’ that result, such as, the extent that communi*es are disadvantaged through 

limited educa*onal, career and employment opportuni*es with access to affordable 

childcare and well-paid flexible employment.  

6.6 Summary - RQ1: How does the UK frame child poverty when addressing 

Poverty-SDG1? 

This chapter has iden*fied the varying approaches from the UK Government and from the 

Devolved Administra*ons regarding their framing of poverty. The UK Government frames 

poverty as the result of individual and family life choices regarding employment. The 

Government considers full employment as the route out of poverty and places the 

responsibility on families to affect that change within their own circumstances. 

Poverty is not just about household income and my analysis of the UKVNR discloses that the 

Government’s approach fails to recognise the contextual framing. The UK Government’s 

policy paper in rela*on to the SDGs promises and pledges to Leave No One Behind (DfID & 

FCDO, 2019). However, the UK government did not implement legisla*on aligned clearly to 

the SDG Agenda to LNOB or implement a strategy to end child poverty.  

Any such strategy needs to align to the SDG Agenda 2030, par*cularly those related to 

poverty, educa*on and relevant Ar*cles under the UNCRC (Wernham and UNICEF, 2016). At 

an interna*onal level, the UN has also made recommenda*ons to the UK government to 

address poverty by implemen*ng policies that are non-discriminatory as regards children 

and their families who are socio-economically disadvantaged (Alston, 2019; CRC/CO 6-7, 

2023). 

The 2030 SDG Agenda (UNGA, 2015:1) notes the “integrated and indivisible” nature of the 

Goals as a part of achieving the Agenda by 2030; the “interlinkages” are referred to within 

the UKVNR (2019:7–8, 22). However, UK policy approaches to tackling poverty and 

inequality have exacerbated children’s experience of poverty rather than posi*vely 
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transformed them, as can be seen by the child poverty rates, currently at 4.2 million (Devine, 

2024). Contrary to the UN SDG Agenda of LNOB, Government policies have widened the 

inequality gap leaving children further behind. However, the temporary uplig to Universal 

Credit during the COVID-19 Pandemic does show that policies can be introduced that make a 

difference to people’s lives (JRF, 2023). I recommend that financial support via an uplig in 

universal credit that tracks the cost of living, needs to be incorporated into long term budget 

plans if policies to reduce poverty are to be effec*ve.  

This thesis uses the prism of the CA throughout, which allows considera*on of how the 

government’s failure to recognise and address the intersec*onality of the impact of poverty 

denies children the necessary opportuni*es needed to fulfil their capabili*es and poten*al. 

The result is that the children who live in poverty are unable to access all opportuni*es to 

fulfil their poten*al, available to their peers who do not live in poverty. 

In rela*on to the approach taken by the Devolved Administra*ons, NI would be the most 

aligned to the UK Government, in that their approach to framing of poverty is also to focus 

on income growth via employment. NI uses the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) to 

embed the SDGs into their Programme for Government (PfG). However, there is limited 

input from NI to the VNR regarding making clear reference to poverty. I acknowledge this as 

a hindrance to greater analysis here. It appears that the limited input from NI regarding 

poverty makes it harder to show their broader framing of poverty in comparison to the 

contribu*ons from Scotland and Wales. 

Both Scotland and Wales offered a more holis*c framing and response to poverty and 

iden*fy socio-economic disadvantage as cause for inequali*es in outcomes. Wales and 

Scotland have implemented legisla*on and policies as a response to the SDG Agenda and as 

a vehicle to tackling poverty. In doing so, accountability and du*es are placed on the 

governments of Wales and Scotland. Wales is clearer than the rest of the UK in its framing of 

legisla*on to tackle disadvantage, acknowledging the need to encompass both present and 

future genera*ons. Both Scotland and Wales have seen the need to mi*gate the worst 

impact of austerity policies from central government. The UN Special Rapporteur 

commented that:  
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For devolved administra*ons to have to spend resources to shield people from 

government policies is a powerful indictment. (Alston, 2019:18) 

The next chapter focuses on RQ2 and considers how the UK government’s narrow framing of 

poverty undermines the fulfilment of the 2030 Agenda with respect to children’s educa*on-

SDG4. If the understanding of the scope of poverty is not comprehensive, then it will not be 

possible to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa*on and promote lifelong learning 

opportuni*es for all” (UNGA, 2015:14). 
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Chapter 7: RQ2: How does the UK framing of poverty impact on 
children’s Education SDG-4? Analysis and Discussion 

7.1 Introduction to RQ2 

Chapter 7, in line with Themes A and C (5.4.5), addresses RQ2 regarding the government’s 

framing of poverty in rela*on to children’s educa*on. I analyse how the UKVNR presents the 

role of the state and its approaches to addressing the mul*dimensional nature of poverty in 

rela*on to the educa*onal needs of children and young people. In addi*on, I explore how 

the VNR across the Devolved Administra*ons provides a view of the impact that poverty has 

on children’s educa*on. I draw on the capability approach (CA), where applicable, to aid my 

analysis. 

Areas to be covered: 

• the extent to which the UKVNR considers the links between educa*on and 

poverty (7.2), and within the Devolved Administra*ons (7.2.1) 

• how approaches to early years provision are viewed in rela*on to addressing 

social inequality (7.3), including within the Devolved Administra*ons (7.3.1) 

• educa*onal aJainment across childhood and the link to poverty (7.4), plus within 

the Devolved Administra*ons (7.4.1) and in light of the CA (7.4.2) 

• educa*on and access to nutri*ous food (7.5), and within the Devolved 

Administra*ons (7.5.1), again in line with the CA (7.5.2) 

• Summary of RQ2 (7.6) 

7.2 Education and Poverty  

Educa*on SDG-4 is designed to “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa*on and 

promote lifelong learning opportuni*es for all” (UNGA, 2015:14). For Educa*on SDG-4 the 

UKVNR states: 

Educa*on transforms lives. Every genera*on should have beJer access to a 
good educa*on than the last, while ensuring that no one is led behind. 
(UKVNR, 2019:62) 
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The UK government’s approach is a commendable star*ng point that recognises the 

transforma*ve nature of educa*on to people’s lives and aims to achieve the principal 

objec*ve of the SDGs that no one is led behind (LNOB). The premise that educa*on 

transforms lives is also present in the UNESCO Incheon Declara*on on Educa*on (UNESCO, 

2016), which makes clear that educa*on is one of the best ways for socie*es to tackle 

inequality and poverty (UNESCO, 2016) and links human rights principles and social jus*ce. 

Eradica*ng poverty is fundamental to this rights-based approach to achieving Educa*on 

SDG-4 which is transforma*ve when it is based on inclusion, equity, access, and quality. 

Both the Marmot Review (2010) and the Social Mobility Commission Report ‘State of the 

Na*on 2017’ (Social Mobility Commission, 2017) had highlighted the link between the level 

of depriva*on in a geographical area and educa*onal aJainment and recommended that 

reducing inequality in children’s educa*onal outcomes was a priority. The UKVNR sets out 

that: 

In England, the 2017 Social Mobility Plan is helping to build an inclusive 
educa/on system, with social mobility at its heart. The plan commits to 
raising standards for all and leaving no community behind, targe*ng 
efforts and resources at the people and places that need it most. (UKVNR, 
2019:62).  

An interac*ve link is provided to the Social Mobility Plan (DfE, 2017) which is aimed at 

improving social mobility through educa*on. The government is acknowledging that access 

to an inclusive educa/on is linked with social mobility and the need to target communi*es 

most in need. Leaving no community behind also *es in with the premise of the 2030 

Agenda of LNOB. However, there is no direct connec*on made between poverty, social 

mobility, and educa*onal outcomes in the Social Mobility Plan (DfE, 2017). Therefore, my 

analysis of the UKVNR suggests that the government’s commitment to raising standards for 

all and leave no community behind (UKVNR, 2019:62) appears to fall short in terms of 

achieving social jus*ce for children living in poverty and in different parts of the country.  

The UK government acknowledges: 
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The interlinkages between the Goals mean that progress in one area, such 
as educa*on or gender equality, will have a direct or indirect impact on 
others, such as poverty, jus*ce and decent work. (UKVNR, 2019:7)  

Although there is no direct men*on of children in the above quota*on, they may experience 

the direct and indirect impacts of poverty. Research has highlighted how poverty directly 

impacts on children when their parents have inadequate finances to meet their needs, as 

well as indirectly by genera*ng stress and pressures within the family which adversely affect 

family rela*onships (Oppenheim and Milton, 2021). Poverty in childhood has been shown to 

have a nega*ve impact on children’s development, well-being and educa*onal aJainment 

(Wickham et al., 2016).  

The government presents a posi*ve narra*ve on their progress in educa*on:  

… the UK has a strong story to tell domes*cally on many of the Goals, 
including: 

• high and rising standards of educa*on, including puqng inclusivity at 
the heart of educa*on policy, suppor*ng the full poten*al of learners 
of all ages …. (UKVNR, 2019:5)  

However, research indicates that children who experience poverty encounter exclusion, not 

inclusion, due to policies rela*ng to school uniform, FSM, and school behaviour 

management policies (Naven et al., 2019). There is a disconnect between the government’s 

claim in the VNR and the lived experience of children who experience poverty and live in 

more disadvantaged areas where access to high quality educa*on, even in early years, is not 

universally available (Mon-Williams et al., 2023). 

The UK government failed to tackle the injus*ce of poverty resul*ng in children from poorer 

socio-economic backgrounds s*ll experiencing poorer educa*onal outcomes than children 

from more affluent families, with the consequence that their full poten*al is not being 

realised. It is interes*ng to note the government’s statement that inclusivity in educa*on 

“[supports] the full poten*al of learners of all ages” (UKVNR, 2019:5), whereas children from 

disadvantaged socio-economic groups are hindered from reaching their full poten*al within 

educa*on (Ridge, 2011). My research and analysis suggest that a combina*on of factors 

experienced by children both within the school environment, such as s*gma and exclusion 
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from full par*cipa*on, and wider structures of inequality that result in the hindering of 

children’s educa*onal development and poten*al rather than enhancing opportuni*es and 

poten*al. 

7.2.1 Devolved Administra/ons  

Scotland & Wales 

Scotland and Wales have taken similar approaches to acknowledging the links between 

poverty and educa*on: 

To support young people from low-income families con*nue with post-16-
year-old educa*on, either in school or on a college course, the Educa*onal 
Maintenance Allowance is provided by local authori*es and colleges on 
behalf of the Scoqsh Government. Changes to the programme were made 
in January 2016 making support available to part-*me college students and 
increasing the eligible income threshold for households. (SSR, 2020:107) 

… People in Wales benefit from services outside of direct welfare income 
that improve people’s lives (known as a “social wage”). These include the 
educa*on maintenance allowance for those in further educa*on …. 
(UKVNR, 2019:36) 

These statements from Scotland and Wales indicate that young people from low-income 

families need financial support to con*nue their educa*on. The Educa*onal Maintenance 

Allowance (EMA) is an example of a policy that provides targeted financial support to enable 

students from lower income families to con*nue with educa*on, showing a direct link 

between tackling Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4. There is an income threshold for 

receiving EMA so the link between Poverty SDG-1, Educa*on SDG-4 and Inequality SDG-10 is 

even more evident. It is per*nent to note that Northern Ireland also provides an EMA, 

whereas UK government withdrew it from England in 2010 (Maguire, 2021). 

Northern Ireland 

In Northern Ireland, over £77 million of targeted social need funding will be 
distributed to schools via the common funding formula. The funding is used 
to support pupils, by employing teachers, engaging with parents and 
communi*es, providing literacy and numeracy support, suppor*ng 
transi*on between schools and suppor*ng emo*onal health and well-
being. (UKVNR, 2019:74) 



94 

There is no men*on of child poverty and educa*on, but rather a general encompassing 

reference to social need. Funding is considered important to deal with the social need which 

is clearly linked to suppor*ng children’s educa*on. Purdy et al’s (2021) report on educa*onal 

underachievement in NI found that although the targeted social need funding is distributed 

equally to all schools, not all schools are repor*ng on its impact. Purdy et al. recommend 

mandatory repor*ng on targeted social funding with a focus on children from low socio-

economic backgrounds. This research indicates that to enable Educa*on SDG-4 to be fulfilled 

in NI in line with what my analysis of the UKVNR has highlighted, the recommenda*ons for 

targeted social funding for children’s educa*on would need to be progressed and 

implemented comprehensively.  

7.3 Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

The 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 2015) places an emphasis on the importance of quality early 

childhood provision. In addi*on, the UN CteeRC General Comment (GC) No.7 (CRC/GC 7, 

2006) sets out for states the significance of ECEC for a child’s holis*c development and well-

being and for the need to recognise young children as rights holders. The GC (CRC/GC 7, 

2006) highlights the state’s requirement to be aware of the most vulnerable children, such 

as children who experience poverty in their early years, and the obliga*on to implement 

policies and provisions to counter the inequality that poverty brings. Access to and 

par*cipa*on in high quality early years provision is important to counter inequality. 

The UKVNR provides as follows: 

Affordable, quality childcare is the key to unlocking women’s economic 
par/cipa/on. In the UK, 74% of childcare *me was carried out by women in 
2015-16 and 89% of people who are inac*ve due to looking ager the family 
and home are women. From September 2017, the childcare en/tlement for 
working parents of 3- and 4-year-olds, was doubled from 15 to 30 hours a 
week in England. The most disadvantaged 2-year-olds are en*tled to 15 
hours a week of free early educa*on. Eligibility for the 30 hours en*tlement 
is based on parental income (see Goal 4). (UKVNR, 2019:77) 

Links are made between women’s economic par/cipa/on, affordable quality childcare and 

en/tlement of the most disadvantaged 2-year-olds and reference is made to Educa*on 

SDG-4. However, young children are posi*oned as adjacent to parents’ economic 
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par*cipa*on, rather than as rights holders to high quality ECEC provision (CRC/GC 7, 2006). 

The two objec*ves of affordable quality childcare and women’s economic par*cipa*on are 

both important and I champion both. However, the focus of high quality ECEC to meet SDG-4 

should focus on children and, thus, I consider it important to comment upon how children 

are posi*oned in the UKVNR.  

The emphasis in the UKVNR is to see children through the vehicle of childcare policies to 

increase parental (mother’s) employment. Increasing childcare sessions for parents, without 

increasing the quality of the provision, may limit the posi*ve impact on children, par*cularly 

children who experience poverty (Archer and Merrick, 2020). Insufficient funding to provide 

high quality early years provision together with the condi*onality of work under Universal 

Credit may not be priori*zing the best interests of young children (Stewart and Waldfogel, 

2017). Under the CRC, Ar*cle 3 (1989) in all ac*ons concerning children, the best interests 

of the child shall be a primary considera*on. 

Within the UKVNR, the posi*oning of the most disadvantaged children is subsumed into a 

narra*ve of employment and adults’ economic par*cipa*on. There is no clear indica*on of 

the context of who the disadvantaged are, their lived experiences and the wider structural 

inequali*es that flow from this. 

The gendered nature of childcare both within the home (Stewart and Waldfogel, 2017) and 

in early years seqngs (Peeters et al., 2015), predominantly provided by women in both 

cases, is hindered by welfare policies that maintain inequali*es experienced by women 

(BenneJ, 2021). However, if the government focus is on employment, par*cularly for 

women, without access to universal high quality childcare provision, it will fail to address the 

needs of children who experience poverty (Melhuish, 2016).  

In England, innova*ve expansion of school-based nursery provision and 
training for early years professionals in disadvantaged areas will give 
children a beJer start at school. (UKVNR, 2019:73)  

The expansion of early years school-based provision, along with training for early years staff, 

is part of the plan for England to give children in disadvantaged areas a beJer start at 

school. It is interes*ng that it is school-based nursery, but there is no clarity as to whether 

this will include employment of early years teachers or a range of other early years 
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qualifica*ons. Nutbrown (2021) argues for a workforce policy that addresses issues of staff 

qualifica*ons, as high quality provision is cri*cal for closing the aJainment gap. Lumsden 

(2019) makes the vital point that policy makers need to acknowledge the important role that 

early years professionals make in tackling disadvantage and recognise and address the 

poverty and low status in the early years workforce. Also, my analysis of the UKVNR would 

suggest that if the focus is on school-based provision, areas that do not have the facility for 

this expansion will need to have a range of other high-quality provision available, so children 

are not disadvantaged. 

From my own experience of working in early years and teaching on ECEC programmes, there 

remain unresolved issues of low pay, low status and lack of a clear career structure for early 

years prac**oners. Central government funding lacks the necessary coherence to have the 

desired impact on the provision of services, range of qualifica*ons, reten*on and morale of 

staff. My observa*ons are similar to research undertaken around this issue (The Early Years 

Workforce Commission, 2021; Nutbrown, 2012, 2021). 

7.3.1 Devolved Administra/ons 

Scotland 

Scotland has a strong commitment to early years support. 

The earliest years of life are crucial to a child’s development and have a 
las*ng impact on outcomes in health, educa*on and employment 
opportuni*es later in life. In Scotland, we are commiJed to reducing these 
inequali*es and are making an unprecedented level of investment in the 
early years – through universal measures including the expansion of the 
Early Learning and Childcare En*tlement (ELC) (SSR, 2020:42). 

Scotland recognises that inequali*es exist and that investment in early years provides a 

vehicle to reduce inequali*es in outcomes throughout life. 

Scotland go on to highlight how early years provision may support beJer outcomes for 

children and their families by reference to the LNOB agenda: 

Scotland is in the midst of an unprecedented level of investment in early 
years, to support beJer outcomes for children and their families. Universal 
measures including the expansion of early learning and childcare to 1,140 
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hours for all three- and four-year-olds by August 2020, is relevant to this 
and other Goals and will save a family around £4,500 per child a year. The 
[LNOB] agenda is supported by funded early learning and childcare for 
around a quarter of two-year-olds where parents are in receipt of specified 
benefits …. (UKVNR, 2019:34) 

Scotland’s emphasis is on children and not employment of parents, so differs in this respect 

to the framing used by the UK government for England. However, like England, there is a 

combina*on of universal access to early years provision for certain age groups and targeted 

support for families on specified benefits.  

Wales 

The Welsh child poverty strategy posi*ons early years provision as a preventa*ve approach 

to address poverty. Wales established programmes for young children and their families: 

Flying Start supports more than 36,000 children under the age of four and 
their families each year in some of Wales’s most disadvantaged 
communi*es. The Families First programme aims to bring about a change in 
preven/on and early interven*on services for children and families. 
(UKVNR, 2019:34)  

Since 2019, the uptake of its services has increased. However, there is concern that a lack of 

recruitment and reten*on of qualified prac**oners in the most deprived areas will limit 

provision and impact on its expansion (Alma Economics, 2024). The problem of recruitment 

and reten*on within the early years sector is not confined to Wales but is an issue that can 

be found throughout the UK (The Early Years Workforce Commission, 2021). Although I do 

not deal with Employment and decent work SDG-8, I highlight here its interconnec*on with 

Educa*on SDG-4, Poverty SDG-1, and Inequality SDG-10. High quality provision of early years 

provision is generally provided by women and is tradi*onally underfunded and undervalued 

– societal level inequali*es preserve poor educa*onal opportuni*es for children living in 

already disadvantaged circumstances. 

Northern Ireland 

In Northern Ireland, the Sure Start programme provides targeted support to 
around 39,000 children 4 years old or under (and their families) to promote 
the physical, intellectual, social and emo*onal development of children in 
areas of greatest disadvantage. (UKVNR, 2019:62)  
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Although not men*oning poverty, NI acknowledges that certain groups, which include young 

children, face disadvantage and need targeted support in the early years. The Sure Start 

programme is an important contribu*on to counter child poverty and inequali*es in NI 

(Fitzpatrick et al., 2023). However, not all young children living in poverty have access to 

funded Sure Start places (Moore and Campbell, 2017). 

7.4 Attainment Gap 

Being in receipt of free school meals (FSM) is used as an indica*on of disadvantage by the 

DfE and correlates with poorer educa*onal outcomes for children (DfE, 2024). Children 

eligible for FSM have lower aJainment in GCSE results than children who do not need FSM, 

and the aJainment gap has remained constant since 2019 (DfE, 2024). The UKVNR and all 

the Devolved Administra*ons recognise that receiving FSM as an indica*on of disadvantage 

and is also linked to lower educa*onal aJainment across childhood (UKVNR, 2019:39, 45, 

70). 

The link between poverty and the impact on aJainment and achieving poten*al has been 

established in research (Mowat, 2019; West, 2007). 

Socio-economic disadvantage remains a key factor for inequality in 
educa*onal aJainment. In 2018, the aJainment gap in England, measured 
by the disadvantage gap index, had narrowed by 6.5% since 2015 at 
primary school. In 2017/2018 the gap had narrowed by 3.1% by the end of 
secondary school compared to 2014/2015, but there is no room for 
complacency. (UKVNR, 2019:73) 

This quota*on recognises that there is a link between socio–economic disadvantage and the 

aJainment gap. As discussed in 7.2 above, the Social Mobility Plan seeks to address the 

aJainment gap across the age range (UKVNR, 2019:62). However, even though the 

government states there is no room for complacency, it remains an ongoing issue. 

The aJainment gap is present in early childhood, an issue that the UKVNR acknowledges 

when highligh*ng the link between poverty and educa*on and aJainment across the age 

range where:  

A 2018 analysis by the Educa*on Policy Ins*tute showed that, on average, 
disadvantaged children are four months behind at age 5. That grows by an 
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addi*onal five months by age 11, and a further nine months by age 16. 
Universal early educa*on is addressing this by giving children in England 15 
hours a week of free early years educa*on for 38 weeks ager their third 
birthday, or second birthday for disadvantaged children. (UKVNR, 2019:63)  

Here, early years care and educa*on are considered important in tackling disadvantage and 

there is acknowledgment that there are differences in outcomes and aJainment for children 

experiencing disadvantage. 

A post-UKVNR Educa*on Policy Ins*tute report (EPI, 2023) shows, however, that the gap in 

aJainment has not narrowed but widened for disadvantaged children: 

At age 5, disadvantaged pupils were 4.8 months behind their peers in 2022, 
a wider gap than in 2019 (4.2 months) …. 

By the end of primary school…the disadvantage gap was 10.3 months – one 
month wider than in 2019 and higher than its 2012 level. … By the end of 
secondary school …. disadvantaged pupils were over 18.8 months behind 
their peers. This gap has widened since 2019 (by 0.7 months) to reach its 
highest level since 2012 (EPI, 2023:1) 

Research by the Ins*tute of Fiscal Studies has also found the aJainment gap is wider for 

children from poorer socio-economic backgrounds, and the gap in aJainment con*nues 

through primary and secondary school (Farquharson et al., 2022).  

It has been highlighted that the issue of the aJainment gap occurs and con*nues across all 

the Four Na*ons. Reports outline aJainment data across the UK (JRF, 2025; Knox, 2025). 

However, it should be acknowledged that since the UKVNR, the COVID pandemic has 

occurred which may impact on educa*onal outcomes. The pandemic set back achievement 

of the SDGs and governments need to frame new strategies (Kauzya, 2020). My thesis, 

though, does not deal with the pandemic’s effects. 

7.4.1 Devolved Administra/ons 

Scotland 

Scotland recognises the link between poverty, areas of depriva*on and the impact on 

educa*onal aJainment: 
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Raising aJainment and focusing on ending the poverty related aJainment 
gap are par*cular priori*es for Scotland, as expressed through work on the 
Scoqsh AJainment Challenge and aJendant Pupil Equity Funding. … 
[However], social depriva*on remains challenging to tackle in broader 
terms. Improvements in pre-primary provision is expected to produce 
benefits to assist with this in the longer term. Liging children out of poverty 
will help to reduce the mul*ple nega*ve impacts of poverty. The inten/on 
is for posi*ve outcomes from educa*on to support individuals enter higher 
paid sustainable employment, which in turn should reduce poverty …. (SSR, 
2020:45) 

The language used by the Scoqsh government is somewhat lacklustre here on tackling the 

aJainment gap, “… Improvements in pre-primary provision is expected, … [t]he inten/on is 

for posi*ve outcomes”. Nevertheless, the SSR recognises the link between poverty and 

aJainment. There is acknowledgement that progress remains limited on closing the mul*-

dimensional, poverty-related inequali*es, as does Audit Scotland (2021). 

The educa/onal abainment gap and poverty are again iden*fied as linked and an example 

is given of an approach in place to try and counter inequity by partnership working between 

youth groups and schools: 

YouthLink Scotland, the Scoqsh Government and Educa*on Scotland have 
worked together on this programme to strengthen the partnership 
between youth work and schools to close the poverty related abainment 
gap. The programme is part of a collec*ve effort the Scoqsh Government is 
taking to close the aJainment gap as part of the wider Scoqsh AJainment 
Challenge. (SSR, 2020:55) 

The idea is that young people need not just teachers within the school hours but also youth 

workers that work within schools and local communi*es offering outside school provision 

that delivers a range of opportuni*es to engage in formal and informal learning with more 

choice and co-opera*on offered to young people. A review of the programme found young 

people reported an increase in their confidence and skills (YouthLink Scotland, 2020).  

Wales 

The informa*on from Wales is somewhat vague in terms of making a link between the 

aJainment gap linked to disadvantage and poverty: 
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Wales is iden*fying new and effec*ve ways to measure and improve 
learner well-being. The Pupil Development Grant (PDG) is being expanded, 
building on its success in narrowing the abainment gap and breaking down 
the barriers faced by learners. (UKVNR, 2019:73)  

Wales acknowledge there is an abainment gap and barriers to learning, although no 

clarifica*on on what the barriers faced by learners might be. The Pupil Development Grant 

(PDG) is men*oned, but no addi*onal informa*on is given in the UKVNR (2019) or the 

supplementary report for Wales (WSR, 2019). However, a review of the PDG (Tiesteel et al., 

2023) has noted that the aim of the grant is to tackle the impact of poverty on the 

educa*onal aJainment gap. Wider issues faced by children from socially deprived areas, 

such as poor housing, crime rates and retaining teachers, are addi*onal disadvantages that 

learners can face. Long-term funding for PDG is needed, rather than an annual alloca*on 

approach so as to improve the aJainment and opportuni*es for the most disadvantaged 

children through a concerted programme to tackle links between income poverty and 

educa*onal aJainment (Tiesteel et al., 2023). 

Northern Ireland 

NI acknowledges gaps in aJainment due to low income and the need to provide 

interven*on: 

The ‘Sharing the Learning Programme’ in West Belfast …. improved 
aJainment levels across the educa*on spectrum for children and young 
people experiencing disadvantage through poverty, exclusion and social, 
emo*onal and behavioural difficul*es. (UKVNR, 2019:70) 

It is interes*ng to note that the Sharing Learning Programme works with a range of age 

groups who experience poverty and all the difficul*es that can result from it that can impact 

on aJainment. 

7.4.2 Capability Approach 

In sum, my analysis and research uncover how child poverty restricts children’s educa*onal 

opportuni*es and in turn their choices when their ability to reach their full poten*al is 

restricted. When Sen (1983) defines poverty as more than just a lack of income but also a 

depriva*on of opportuni*es to achieve, the impact of poverty on educa*onal aJainment 

becomes a stark reality for many children. Poverty reinforces and exacerbates inequali*es in 
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the educa*onal outcomes and experiences of children. Nussbaum’s (2007:25) view of the 

importance of recognising the context of people’s lives as part of the CA and “what they are 

able to do and be” reinforces my understanding of the cumula*ve disadvantage that child 

poverty has on children reaching their full educa*onal poten*al. 

7.5 Education and access to nutritious food 

The right to food is covered by several interna*onal human rights instruments: UDHR (1948), 

the ICESCR (1966) the CRC (1989). All of them note the obliga*on on states to implement 

appropriate measures to ensure the provision of adequate nutri*ous food. Food poverty and 

food insecurity have been seen as a dimension of poverty (Dowler, 2002). There is a link 

between access to nutri*ous food and its impact on learning and educa*onal aJainment 

(Azizi Fard et al., 2021; Jyo* et al., 2005). Children from low-income families experience 

food insecurity more than children from more affluent families and experience not just 

lower educa*onal outcomes but also feel the impact on their overall well-being (O’Connell 

et al., 2019).  

According to UNICEF, when considering poverty and access to food, which, as I have shown, 

have consequences for children in fully aJaining their educa*onal opportuni*es and 

capabili*es, the posi*on of children is regularly disregarded when they deserve special 

considera*on: 

Children are a unique group. Poor diets have lifelong impacts on their 
physical growth and brain development. (UNICEF, 2019:20) 

What is not so clear within the UKVNR, however, is whether the UK government and the 

Devolved Administra*ons fully appreciate why nutri*ous food is so important to children’s 

full par*cipa*on in educa*on and their overall well-being.   

It is important to note how access to healthy food is linked with educa*on and the role of 

schools/nurseries and the need to tackle the impact of low income. In addi*on, the right to 

food is highlighted explicitly by the Devolved Administra*ons, but not expressly, perhaps 

implicitly, by England. The UKVNR provides the following example of policies related to 

access to food: 
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Healthy Start Food Vouchers encourage a healthy diet for pregnant women, 
families and young children from low-income households in England ….  

• The School Fruit and Vegetables Scheme provides children aged four 
to six at state-funded primary schools in England with a por*on of 
fresh fruit or vegetables each day.  

• The Nursery Milk Scheme provides a reimbursement to childcare 
providers for a daily por*on of milk to children and babies. (UKVNR, 
2019:40)  

The UK policy responses to food insecurity target pregnant women and children in low-

income families, both within their own homes or when in a school or early years 

environment. Thus, early years provision and schools, where children can spend many hours 

a day learning, are seen as vital opportuni*es for children to be also able to access nutri*ous 

food. However, it is limited to certain age groups rather than being universally offered across 

childhood for children and young people in families on low incomes. The use of vouchers to 

supplement a healthy diet rather than increasing income undermines the dignity and agency 

of the recipients.  

England is helping the most vulnerable afford and have access to nutri*ous 
food through ini*a*ves such as … free school meals for disadvantaged 
pupils. (UKVNR, 2019:39) 

There is acknowledgment that vulnerable and disadvantaged children need access to 

nutri*ous food during the school day. Considera*on as to why parents may have difficulty in 

providing sufficient food for their children is not addressed with any clarity. For example, 

means tes*ng for FSM results in limited availability for households on the very lowest 

income - families who work and claim universal credit are s*ll living in poverty, but may not 

meet the financial criteria to receive free school meals for all children. 

7.5.1 Devolved Administra/ons 

There is acknowledgment across the Devolved Administra*ons that families with children at 

different stages need access to nutri*ous food before and during school, par*cularly those 

from disadvantaged groups. A range of policies to provide food, both in early years and 

school seqngs are given. Inclusion of the various ini*a*ves within the VNR is an indica*on 

of how important access to free or subsided food for children is, par*cularly children from 

low-income homes, and that many of these ini*a*ves are facilitated within educa*onal 
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establishments is relevant in terms of acknowledging the intersec*onality with educa*on 

and the amount of a child’s and young person’s life spent in educa*onal environments.  

Scotland 

Scotland aligns itself vis-à-vis Food SDG-2 with interna*onal human rights law standards: 

… The right to food is protected in human rights law …. A partnership 
approach to provide dignified access to food and trial new approaches to 
food insecurity in school holidays, through the Fair Food Fund, is underway. 
From summer 2019, smart payment cards will replace Healthy Start Food 
Vouchers to reduce s*gma and increase choice for families in accessing 
good value healthy foods. (UKVNR, 2019:43) 

When discussing a dignified access to food, Scotland is linking its approach to an 

underpinning concept of both the CRC (1989) and the 2030 Agenda. The issue of dignity and 

s*gma in accessing food has been raised by children and their families (Azizi Fard et al., 

2021; Jyo* et al., 2005; MacLellan et al., 2008). I can see that smart payment cards, as 

opposed to vouchers, is an improvement in terms of increased agency and choice, although 

eligibility and scope are s*ll somewhat restricted within the confines of such schemes.  

Scotland again highlights the impact of poverty on access to food before the school day and 

during the school holidays: 

The health and well-being of children is important when considering the 
poverty related abainment gap. If children are arriving at school hungry or 
are suffering hunger during school holiday periods, then we know that it 
will be more difficult for them to reach their poten*al. (SSR, 2020:13–14)  

Scotland makes a clear link between poverty, hunger, abainment gap and difficulty in 

reaching poten*al. The health and well-being of children is seen as important, with a focus 

on children’s educa*on, their holis*c development and the intersec*ons between health, 

well-being, poverty, food and aJainment. Importantly, Scotland recognises that what 

happens in a child’s life outside of the school day has an impact on what they will experience 

once at school. 

Wales 

Welsh ini*a*ves linked to educa*on and access to nutri*on include: 
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• The School Milk Subsidy Scheme … aims to increase consump*on of 
milk and milk products by primary and secondary school children. 

• … All children at primary schools maintained by a local authority can 
have a free breakfast at school, if provision is available. 

• Free school meals are available to eligible pupils who aJend school 
full-*me. (UKVNR, 2019:45) 

The school environment is seen as central for the delivery of food to children both before 

and during the school day. A nutri*ous diet is vital for reaching developmental milestones 

and full poten*al in educa*onal aJainment (Azizi Fard et al., 2021; Jyo* et al., 2005). 

The obliga*on to achieve the SDGs lies with the government of Wales implemen*ng 

legisla*on and policies, and the following indicates ini*a*ves to support equality: 

The Welsh Food and Fun … programme supports schools in areas of high 
depriva*on to provide a nutri*ous breakfast, lunch, educa*on about 
healthy ea*ng and wider enrichment ac*vi*es. In 2018 approximately 
2,500 learners benefited across 56 schools. The aim of the scheme is to 
address issues like food insecurity, holiday learning loss and social 
exclusion. (UKVNR, 2019:39) 

Wales recognises that access to nutri*ous food is an important issue throughout the year for 

children and their families, including during the school holidays and links food insecurity to 

learning loss. The most recent evalua*on of the Food and Fun programme highlights its 

con*nued rollout and the posi*ve impact on children’s and family’s well-being and 

engagement with educa*on and improved aJainment (Arad Research, 2023). The 

programme is used within the VNR as an example of how LNOB is put into prac*ce and to 

address Food SDG-2. Wales recognise both the mul*dimensional nature of poverty and the 

interconnec*on between Poverty SDG-1, Food SDG-2, Health & Well-being SDG-3, Educa*on 

SDG-4 and Reduced Inequali*es SDG-10, thus giving an indica*on that Wales comprehends 

how failing to deal with each of them impacts on the educa*on experiences of children, 

both in and outside of educa*on environments. 
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Northern Ireland 

Northern Ireland’s Food Poverty Plan for Belfast, a collabora*ve response from 27 

organisa*ons, tackles food poverty across seven themes, including holiday hunger and diet-

related ill health. (UKVNR, 2019:28)  

Although children are not directly men*oned, holiday hunger would be applicable to 

children during school holidays because FSMs are available term-*me. Lack of adequate 

nutri*ous food during school holidays may have consequences on the health and well-being 

of children and impact on their learning (Stewart et al., 2018). The NI Poverty Plan shows 

the mul*dimensional nature of Poverty SDG-1 that is related to Food SDG-2 and Health and 

well-being SDG-3, while holiday hunger is directly associated with Educa*on SDG-4. 

Activity snapshot:  

Belfast Food Network …. A Right to Quality, Affordable Food, with partners in Scotland 
and Wales, to strengthen existing networks, build knowledge, share learning and test 
methods for implementing a Right to Food approach (UKVNR, 2019:46) 

NI is indica*ng its collabora*on with Scotland and Wales on the right to food and the 

emphasis is on the quality and affordability of food. Although children are not directly 

men*oned, it indicates that there is recogni*on that ci*zens have a right to food. 

7.5.2 Capability Approach 

The CA is useful in viewing how the UKVNR deals with access to food and the availability of 

FSM in terms of policies that support or hinder the development of children’s capabili*es, 

choices and freedoms. Hart and Page (2020) used the CA to consider how school food 

culture can support pupils’ capabili*es to make healthy choices and behaviours. I consider 

CA useful in the context of FSM to view how far children who experience poverty have 

choice and freedom when making decisions about the quality and quan*ty of the food they 

can eat. They may want to eat a range of nutri*ous food but may be restricted in their 

choices and freedom to do so by what is on offer to them.  This is important as nutri*ous 

food impacts on educa*onal outcomes (Azizi Fard et al., 2021; Jyo* et al., 2005). 

More generally when viewed from a CA lens, access to nutri*ous food is related to poverty 

and social par*cipa*on by Sen: 
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… in the capability view, the poverty line may be defined to represent the 
level at which a person can not only meet nutri*onal requirements, etc., 
but also achieve adequate par*cipa*on in communal ac*vi*es … and be 
free from public shame from failure to sa*sfy conven*ons …. (Sen, 
1983:167) 

Not all children who experience poverty are eligible for FSMs and my literature review 

(3.2.3) already highlighted research on the inadequacy and lack of choice available; even for 

those that do meet the criteria. Receipt of FSM may s*ll not permit full par*cipa*on in 

school life (Farthing, 2012; O’Connell et al., 2019; Cribb et al., 2023). Food plays an 

important role not just in mee*ng the nutri*onal needs of children, but also in offering 

opportuni*es to par*cipate and share in their cultural environment. Restric*ng children’s 

freedom and opportuni*es to partake equally in the communal ac*vity of ea*ng with peers 

is an example of capability depriva*on (Sen, 2009). If there is only a focus on the lack of 

money to buy food at school, it will fail to understand the mul*dimensional aspects of child 

poverty and to realise the depth and breadth of depriva*on that children face in terms of 

what they can do and be. As Hick and Burchardt (2016) note, CA is more than an income-

centric approach and can be used to understand the mul*dimensional nature of poverty. 

States, therefore, should adopt policies and prac*ces that address and counteract the 

tradi*onal lack of status and power that children have in society. Full par*cipa*on, or the 

lack thereof, by children in their educa*onal environment and, indeed, the wider 

community, is part of the much broader framework of children’s general posi*on in society 

due to their social, cultural and economic experiences (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). 

7.6 Summary of RQ2: How does the UK framing of poverty impact on children’s 

Education SDG-4? 

The UN imposes an obliga*on on states to respect, protect and fulfil the right to educa*on. 

The UN has noted that educa*on is a right and is the vehicle by which marginalised groups, 

including children, can move out of poverty. Poverty is seen to impact educa*onal 

aJainment, with children from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds experiencing the 

greatest nega*ve impact. Across the Four Na*ons there is evidence in the UKVNR (2019) and 

the SSR (2020) acknowledging these links. 
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I have used aspects of the VNR to consider the links between poverty SDG-1 and its impact 

on educa*on SDG-4. The areas of early years, aJainment and access to nutri*ous food, 

although dis*nct, also overlap and impact on one another. 

Access to and par*cipa*on in high quality early years and care is important for all children, 

even more so for children who experience poverty. If the disadvantages children start school 

with are not addressed, the inequali*es of outcome will con*nue throughout their 

educa*on and can have long-term nega*ve implica*ons into adulthood (Marmot et al., 

2020). However, the most disadvantaged communi*es may have less access to high quality 

provision, making addressing inequali*es more difficult. Linked to the issue of access to high 

quality ECEC is the connec*ng issue of poverty and the aJainment gap.  

The aJainment gap remains an issue across the UK. Although across the Four Na*ons 

reference is made to poverty, disadvantage and educa*on, major strides in closing the 

aJainment gap have not been realised: 

In 2019, the year before the pandemic, progress in closing the gap between 
disadvantaged pupils and their peers had already started to stall. We had 
seen signs of the gap star*ng to widen in the early years and secondary 
phases, but 2019 also saw worrying signs emerge in the primary phase. The 
pandemic then accelerated that trend, and, between 2019 and 2022, we 
have seen the disadvantage gap widen across all phases of educa*on. The 
aJainment gap is even wider for persistently disadvantaged pupils …. (EPI, 
2023:1) 

Therefore, if child poverty is not tackled, the aJainment gap and resul*ng inequali*es will 

remain. Research also shows a con*nuing North /South divide in the UK in terms of lower 

educa*onal outcomes for children in the North from disadvantaged communi*es (Marmot 

et al., 2020). Inequali*es experienced by children in the North have resulted in nega*ve 

impacts on pre-school development and school aJainment levels by comparison with 

children in the South (PickeJ and Taylor-Robinson, 2021). The government allocates less 

money and resources in the North of the country than the South, which con*nues to impact 

nega*vely on children’s educa*on and health outcomes, par*cularly affec*ng children from 

disadvantaged communi*es (Mon-Williams et al., 2023). 
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The All-Party Parliamentary Group, ‘Child of the North’, receives and follows up on 

collabora*ve research involving Health Equity North and Universi*es in the North of 

England. The report on ‘Addressing Educa*on and Health Inequity’ (Mon-Williams et al., 

2023) incorporated the lived experiences of young people and highlighted the intersec*ons 

between health and educa*on, demonstra*ng how inequali*es in one adversely affected 

the other across the life course. The research found that there is a dispropor*onate number 

of children living in poverty in the North of England compared to the rest of the UK. Schools 

have inadequate funding allocated to them even though they have more children who 

experience the nega*ve impact of poverty on “their readiness and ability to learn” (Mon-

Williams et al., 2023:9). The Child of the North Research highlights how, without the 

interven*on of mul*-agency working and increased alloca*on of funding, the consequences 

for children’s educa*on will be felt throughout childhood and beyond. 

The mul*dimensional nature of poverty also needs to take account of the impact that a lack 

of access to nutri*ous food has on educa*onal aJainment and self-iden*ty. There are 

differences across the UK regarding food provision, child eligibility to, and implementa*on of 

ini*a*ves to support children. These ini*a*ves include the availability of free or subsidised 

breakfast clubs before school, universal FSM for Key Stage 1, and eligibility for FSM for older 

children from very low-income families. There is not universal free access to nutri*ous food 

for all school age children and even the access to FSM is not always sufficient in terms of 

quan*ty or choice to provide full agency for children (Naven et al., 2019). 

However, my professional experience of working with children and young people has 

informed my belief that there is no separa*on for them of the many areas of their daily lives: 

going to nursery/school, playing and learning, enjoying food. That is why I deem it important 

to highlight the posi*on of children who experience poverty. My research on the UKVNR 

indicates that in failing to address the intersec*onality between poverty and educa*on, the 

government deny children their right to educa*on and access to social jus*ce. 

My research in this chapter highlights the mul*-dimensional nature of poverty, the framing 

of which is considered in rela*on to RQ1, impacts heavily on educa*onal outcomes 

considered here. These ideas are dealt with again in Chapter 8 on RQ3 with respect to the 

CA and its links to rights (EHRC, 2017:66–67, Table 5.1).  
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In chapter 8, I address how far the UK government has integrated human rights into mee*ng 

the 2030 Agenda. I also explore the interlinkages between the SDGs, tackling poverty to fulfil 

the capabili*es of children vis-à-vis their educa*on and rights.   
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Chapter 8: RQ3: To what extent are rights seen as integral to the UK 
approach to meeting the 2030 Agenda with respect to children’s 
education? Analysis and Discussion 

8.1 Introduction to RQ3 

Chapter 8 focuses on RQ3 by exploring the extent to which rights are treated as integral to 

the UK approach to children’s educa*on, building on Theme B and Theme D, as well as the 

UK’s framing of poverty (RQ1) and the impact of poverty on educa*on (RQ2). Although it is 

not linear, there is a coherent thread though the RQs, with different aspects of the RQs 

drawing from and adding to the other RQs. In answering RQ3, I iden*fy examples from the 

UK as a whole and, where applicable, from the Devolved Administra*ons, to explore 

whether the concept of rights is evident in the VNR. For example, I survey the presence of 

rights in legisla*on, guidance and educa*on. 

As was seen in the discussion and analysis of RQ2, the focus of Educa*on SDG-4 is to: 

“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa*on and promote lifelong learning 

opportuni*es for all” (UNGA, 2015:14). In addi*on to Educa*on SDG-4 and Poverty SDG-1, 

two other SDGs are closely related to human rights within the VNR as they pertain directly 

and indirectly to the educa*on of children. These are Reduce Inequality SDG-10 and Peace, 

Jus*ce, and Strong Ins*tu*ons, SDG-16. 

Chapter 8 sets out: 

• The related human rights obliga*ons (8.2) 

• Acknowledgement of rights in the UKVNR (8.3) 

• Devolved Administra*ons (8.4) 

o Scotland (8.4.1) 

o Wales (8.4.2) 

o Northern Ireland (NI) (8.4.3) 

• Summary of RQ3 
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8.2 The related Human Rights obligations 

The 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 2015) is underpinned by human rights that emphasise the 

responsibility of all states to uphold, implement and protect the rights of all their 

popula*on, including children and young people and those experiencing poverty. Under the 

SDG’s pledge that “…no one is leg behind” (UNGA, 2015:3), the UN urges states to be 

par*cularly mindful of the most vulnerable and marginalised in society. In agreeing to meet 

the 2030 Agenda, the UK has undertaken a commitment to uphold rights as part of 

progressing towards the 2030 Agenda and its Goals. 

The implementa*on and protec*on of children’s rights, par*cularly in rela*on to poverty 

and educa*on, is vital as a means through which the governments of the UK and Devolved 

Administra*ons can move towards mee*ng the 2030 Agenda. The welfare of children and 

upholding their rights are seen as integral to the success of the SDG Agenda (Nolan, 2019b). 

Examina*on of how the UK government posi*ons children within the VNR allows 

considera*on to be given to the status assigned to children and to their visibility within 

policies with respect to rights, reflec*ng Themes B and D. My analysis of the extent to which 

children and their rights are addressed in the UKVNR, not simply as an adjunct to adults and 

their rights is an important original contribu*on to academic research. My illustra*ng how 

far children and their rights are recognised, in line with the UK’s human rights obliga*ons, 

produces an insight into government adherence and omissions in mee*ng the 2030 Agenda. 

Given that the United Kingdom has ra*fied several interna*onal agreements, outlined 

below, that provide for the right to educa*on for children, there should be liJle or no debate 

that rights should be seen as an important vehicle for progressing the SDGs. Further, as has 

been stated previously, the SDGs are founded generally on interna*onal human rights law 

standards, and Educa*on SDG-4 is concerned with ensuring inclusive and equitable quality 

educa*on. Like human rights, the SDGs are indivisible, integrated, and interdependent, so 

mee*ng Poverty SDG-1, in no way impinges upon achieving Educa*on SDG-4, where children 

and young people having the right to development is fundamental. Thus, rights regarding 

freedom from poverty are intrinsically linked to ensuring that the child’s right to “… inclusive 

and equitable quality educa*on …” is met (UNGA, 2015:14). 
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The context for the links between rights and Educa*on SDG-4 is outlined in the Conven*on 

on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and other interna*onal trea*es with respect to children and 

educa*on. The CRC (1989) is the star*ng point for establishing the scope of the right to 

educa*on. Ar*cle 28 CRC concerns the right to educa*on, which is to be accessible and 

based on equality of opportunity, linking Educa*on SDG-4 with Reducing Inequali*es SDG-

10. The CRC provides: 

States par*es agree that the educa*on of the child shall be directed to: 

(a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and 
physical abili*es to their fullest poten*al (CRC, 1989, Ar*cle 29.1.a)  

In addi*on, the four general principles of the CRC (1989) are non-discrimina*on (Ar*cle 2), 

best interests of the child (Ar*cle 3), maximum development of the child (Ar*cle 6), and the 

right of children to express views in maJers affec*ng them (Ar*cle 12). The four general 

principles have been seen to underpin the educa*on of children and their rights, which can 

only be fully realised when issues of access to educa*on, the quality of educa*on and the 

right to respect in educa*on are addressed (Lansdown et al., 2022). 

In common with Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, the 2030 Agenda (UNGA, 2015:7) 

iden*fies children who experience poverty as a vulnerable group which needs special 

protec*on. The Preamble to the CRC also notes that “… childhood is en*tled to special care 

and assistance …” (CRC, 1989:1). Alongside the CRC, the UK has adopted, signed and ra*fied 

a range of other interna*onal agreements that also include the right to educa*on. In doing 

so, the UK has commiJed to accep*ng the external obliga*ons in those various trea*es to 

respect, protect and fulfil the right to educa*on: UDHR (1948, Ar*cle 26), Interna*onal 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966), and the Conven*on on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabili*es (CRPD, 2006). A common thread across these interna*onal 

documents and their subsequent interpreta*on is the focus that educa*on should be 

directed towards the full development of a person’s poten*al, ensuring non-discrimina*on 

and dignity. 

8.3 Acknowledgment of rights in UKVNR  

The introduc*on to the UKVNR links the SDGs and rights from the very outset: 
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The Goals are not just about doing more; they are about protec/ng what 
we have: protec/ng …. the rights of vulnerable groups ....  (UKVNR, 
2019:4) 

Although the UK government acknowledges the importance of protec/ng rights of 

vulnerable groups, children are not expressly men*oned. However, under the CRC, 

childhood is en*tled to special care, assistance, and protec*on.  

The protec/on of rights is again men*oned toward the end of the UKVNR: 

The UK has a long tradi*on of ensuring that rights and liber*es are 
protected.  (UKVNR, 2019:194) 

The UK government asserts again that rights are protected. However, the UN CteeRC has 

consistently found that the UK could do beJer in protec*ng the rights of its child ci*zens. 

For example, the UK was cri*cised by the UN in 2016 and in 2023 for the high child poverty 

rates and for persistent inequali*es in educa*on for children in disadvantaged situa*ons, 

including socio-economically disadvantaged situa*ons (CRC/CO 5, 2016; CRC/CO 6-7, 2023). 

The UKVNR’s assessment of its progress in rela*on to Reduce Inequality SDG-10 refers to 

several organisa*onal and legisla*ve changes related to: 

… strengthening [UK] policy and ins*tu*onal framework on equality [and] 
… tackling the injus*ces in UK society and overseas so that no one is leg 
behind (UKVNR, 2019:128, 126).  

These include the Equality Act (Crown, 2010b), adop*ng the CRPD (CRPD, 2006) guiding 

principles, crea*ng a more co-ordinated approach by moving Government Equali*es Office 

to the UK government Cabinet Office and establishing the independent and UN recognised 

Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) (UKVNR, 2019). The EHRC developed a 

monitoring framework consis*ng of six areas of life considered necessary for leading a 

fulfilling life. This included educa*on and an adequate standard of living, and monitoring and 

assessing implementa*on of human rights and equality across England, Scotland and Wales. 

The framework is underpinned by Sen’s (1985a, 2005) capability approach (CA) which the 

EHRC recognised as “the most compelling theore*cal underpinning for equality and human 

rights monitoring” (EHRC, 2017:35) so much so that they adopted it for their framework 

rela*ng to equality and children. The EHRC, established by the Coali*on government in 
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2010, affirmed that the CA was the best framework for assessing how far the UK was 

mee*ng the SDGs, including Educa*on SDG-4. Of note is how EHRC highlight rights, early 

years, aJainment and the impact of poverty, all areas relevant to my thesis, par*cularly in 

rela*on to RQ2. The table below sets out how the EHRC links the CA to children’s educa*on: 

Capabilities – the 
central and valuable 
freedoms and 
opportunities 

Outcomes - the 
future we want 

Indicators – how we 
measure progress 

Topics 

Every person should 
be capable of:  

• Attaining the 
highest possible 
standard of 
knowledge, 
understanding 
and reasoning  

• People’s right to 
education is 
respected, 
protected and 
fulfilled 

 

• Educational 
attainment of 
children and 
young people 

 

• Early years 
education 

• Attainment at 
school-leaving 
age 

• Impact of 
poverty and 
social exclusion 
on educational 
attainment 

Table 8.1: (EHRC, 2017:66–67, Table 5.1) 

Both the UDHR (1948) and the CRC (1989) are rooted in the idea that human rights are 

intrinsic to human dignity. Sen considers the centrality of human rights and places a focus on 

human rights of children and, in doing so, raising their status and visibility:  

The discipline of human rights has much to offer in systema*zing the 
perfect and imperfect obliga*ons that society has towards children. Not 
only is there no contradic*on here, the social perspec*ve on human rights 
of children is quite central to the demand of a good - or of an even 
acceptable - society. (Sen, 2007:235). 

However, children are deprived of that full human dignity in the context of poverty. If 

equitable educa*on is unavailable in any society, then my research indicates that some 

children cannot access and par*cipate in schooling and that in part will be due to their 

context of poverty. The result of this nega*ve impact on opportunity and freedoms is that 

children cannot fully develop their rights and their capabili*es. The nega*ve impact extends 

to the development of a child’s cogni*ve skills that clearly impact on their ability to access 

and par*cipate educa*on. The EHRC (2019) noted the inequali*es children experience 
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because of poverty, recommending that for the government to achieve Poverty SDG-1, “… 

[it] should restore the binding targets from the Child Poverty Act 2010 and develop a 

strategy for achieving them” (EHRC, 2019:205). The recommenda*on has yet to be 

implemented in England. The latest report from EHRC (EHRC, 2023a) again notes the 

con*nuing issue of child poverty and repeats recommenda*ons the government should 

implement policies to address child poverty. 

The UK government recognises that human rights have the capacity to reduce inequali*es. 

There may be no direct men*on of children in the text, “Promo*ng social, economic and 

poli*cal inclusion of all … ‘’ (UKVNR, 2019:128), but if human rights are implemented, that 

should encompass children’s rights under ICESCR (1966), (Nolan and Pells, 2020), which 

includes the right to educa*on.  

8.4 Devolved Administrations 

8.4.1 Scotland 

In their VNR supplementary report, Scotland as a Devolved Administra*on, cri*cised the UK 

government’s approach to protec*ng and upholding rights as they relate to children:   

Brexit also presents a series of poten*al challenges. The need to ensure 
children have addi*onal protec*ons through the incorpora*on of the 
principles of the UNCRC into Scots law is greater than ever. EU Exit may 
result in a regression of legal rights and protec*ons through the loss of the 
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, including its provisions on social 
security … (Art.34) and children’s rights (Art.24). Further poten*al 
challenges include risks to EU funding for breakfast clubs, educa*on, and 
training and youth work projects. (SSR, 2020:18) 

In distancing itself from the Westminster government regarding Brexit, Scotland considered 

it important to highlight the consequences of Brexit on children and their rights. The above 

quota*on outlines the loss of protec*on granted by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 

that may have consequences on children and young people regarding EU funding for 

breakfast clubs and educa*on projects. Scotland emphasises that it is the UNCRC coming 

into domes*c law that remains important for upholding children’s rights. The UN (CRC/CO 6-

7, 2023:2) has recommended that the UK government assess the impact of the withdrawal 

from the EU on the enjoyment of children’s rights. 
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The SSR (2020:18) also refers to the par*cipa*on of children aged between 8-19 with NGOs 

and local government, so that their views are involved in policy development. This is an 

example of making children more visible in the VNR and their right to be heard (CRC, 1989, 

Ar*cle 12). It also shows how different agencies in Scotland are viewing children and young 

people as ac*ve par*cipants with decision makers within the Scoqsh government. 

Referencing the World Conference on Human Rights Vienna Declara*on and Programme of 

Ac*on (1993), the UN General Assembly called on states to respect, protect and promote 

human rights and fundamental freedoms” (UNGA, 2015:6). 

Scotland has na*onal human rights ins*tu*ons and a Na/onal Ac/on Plan 
for Human Rights which has outcomes that have explicitly embedded the 
Goals. Scotland has a specified Na*onal Outcome to “respect, protect and 
fulfil human rights and live free from discrimina*on …”. (UKVNR, 2019:196)  

Once again, Scotland is making a clear link to rights and the SDGs via a Na*onal Ac*on Plan 

for Human Rights and the Na*onal Performance Framework (NPF).  

Scotland highlights its obliga*on to the respect, protect and fulfil human rights principles, to 

underpin their approach to the 2030 Agenda. Scotland, in using the word fulfil in the above 

quota*on, is more affirma*ve in its commitment within the VNR to making rights a reality, 

rather than using the word promote that is used within the SDG Agenda. 

The next two examples from Scotland emphasise the importance of children’s rights for 

learning that involve partnership across a range of NGOs.  

My Rights My Say service is a partnership between Children in Scotland, Enquire, 

Partners in Advocacy and Cairn Legal. The project aims to support young people ages 

12-15 to access new rights to have a say in decisions about their learning. (UKVNR, 

2019:66).  

The example indicates a way for schools to implement Ar*cle 12 and 13 of the CRC (1989) 

on the right of children to have their views considered, and to uphold their freedom of 

expression. Lundy (2007) makes the important point that Ar*cles 12, 13, should not be seen 

in isola*on but part of the of the whole of the CRC. Scotland asserts that UNICEF claims that 
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… Scotland is leading the way in embedding children’s rights in school with 1,400 

schools in Scotland (over 50%) involved in UNICEF’s Rights Respec*ng Schools Award 

(RRS) …. An important aspect of the RRS approach is that it seeks to embed rights 

across the life and work of the school and to consider rights in a detailed and careful 

way across the curriculum …. Children’s rights are embedded within our teaching 

standards in Scotland. (SSR, 2020:50) 

By Scotland including this example in its VNR, it signifies the role that educa*on plays in 

enhancing knowledge of rights into the daily lives of children in schools and the adults who 

work with them. The example of the UNICEF RRS makes visible the importance of children’s 

rights and how Scotland is working towards the state’s obliga*ons under the CRC (1989) 

Ar*cle 42, to make rights widely known to children and adults.  It is per*nent to note that 

the RRS award does operate across the UK, but it is only Scotland that includes it in their 

SSR, indica*ng the emphasis they placed on children’s rights. In addi*on, the explicit 

connec*on between teaching standards and children’s rights is worthy of note and was 

considered a useful model to replicate (Jerome et al., 2015).  

In Scotland’s supplementary report (SSR, 2020:45), men*on is made of the ‘Cost of the 

School Day’ project, which involved listening to children’s views who had lived experience of 

poverty and how they felt policies could be changed to enhance rather than hinder their 

par*cipa*on in educa*on and this resulted in an increase in the school clothing grant. 

Research undertaken on the ‘Cost of the School Day’ project highlighted how children who 

experience poverty are very aware of the barriers to their educa*on (Naven et al., 2019). 

The Scoqsh government highlight policies within educa*on to eradicate discrimina*on: 

… the Scoqsh Government sets itself equality outcomes, including one on educa*on 

…. The Scoqsh Government’s strategic approaches to equality, such as … Ac*on Plan 

on Children’s Rights and the Child Poverty Delivery Plan, capture ac*ons that we are 

taking in educa*on to eradicate discrimina*on. (SSR, 2020:53)  

Children’s rights and the child poverty delivery plan contribute towards equality in 

educa*on. Scotland iden*fies how they see the interrelatedness of child poverty, children’s 

rights and Educa*on SDG-4. By iden*fying and linking children’s rights and child poverty as 



119 

part of Scoqsh strategic plans for educa*on, children and adults become part of the 

narra*ve of seeking to achieve Educa*on SDG-4 rather than subsuming them under more 

general approaches that focus on adults. The Scoqsh government highlights how it sets 

itself equality outcomes in rela*on to equality and educa*on. The EHRC reports (EHRC, 

2018, 2023b) have recommended that Scotland should adopt a more integrated approach to 

na*onal equality outcomes to reduce the educa*on aJainment gap between the most and 

least deprived pupils. 

Under Educa*on SDG-4, Scotland has linked rights to access and opportuni*es: 

Our vision is to make Scotland the best place in the world to grow up. A place where 

rights are respected and where children can access all the opportuni*es and support 

they need when they need it. Our focus on challenging inequity in order that every 

child can succeed and gain the skills for life is recognised through the AJainment 

Challenge and the Na*onal Improvement Framework for Educa*on. Health and well-

being is at the centre of this approach. (SSR, 2020:52) 

Reference is made to educa*onal policies aimed at countering inequality in educa*on, to 

uphold children’s rights and well-being. As such, one can see how this focus on human rights 

is part of achieving the 2030 Agenda with respect to SDGs 1, 4 and 10.  

All children and young people in Scotland have rights to educa*on under the [CRC], 

the [ICESCR], the [HRA] and the [ECHR]. These rights have been incorporated in Scots 

Law …. In carrying out their duty to provide that educa*on, educa*on authori*es 

must ensure that the educa*on is directed to the development of the personality, 

talents and mental and physical abili*es of the child or young person to their fullest 

poten*al. (SSR, 2020:52)  

The above quota*on indicates how Scotland is signpos*ng the importance of the right to 

educa*on under na*onal legisla*on and interna*onal trea*es. The right to educa*on is 

iden*fied as a duty of the state to provide an educa*on to fulfil the poten*al of all children, 

in line with the CA. Scotland raised the visibility of children and their rights within Scoqsh 

legisla*on and to children’s rights within that educa*on. Human rights and children’s rights 
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are present in both their contribu*on to the UKVNR submission and their supplementary 

Scoqsh report when outlining their approach to Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4. 

The following example considers how an equitable and inclusive educa*on requires more 

than free access to schooling and concerns children’s mental health:  

Scotland: “Scotland’s Mental Health Strategy 2017-2027” sets out ac*ons to tackle 

poor mental health for people to get the right help at the right *me, expect recovery 

and fully enjoy their rights free from s*gma. The delivery of a package of support in 

schools, colleges and communi*es is underway that will see new school nurses and 

counsellors. (UKVNR, 2019:55) 

Scotland is highligh*ng the links between mental health, accessing rights, and how support 

is needed within educa*onal seqngs. It iden*fies a mental health strategy that can be used 

in educa*onal provision. A commitment to mul*-agency working for access to mental health 

services allows ac*on beyond the health sector (McDaid et al., 2023). This is important as 

research has shown a correla*on between poor mental health and the experience of 

poverty (Lai et al., 2019) and that poor mental health can impact on educa*onal outcomes. 

Longitudinal research has highlighted the link between poverty, mental health issues and 

educa*onal outcomes (Smith et al., 2021). School based interven*ons appear to improve 

mental health awareness and reduce s*gma (Ma et al., 2023). However, the issue of 

adequate funding and access to appropriate mental health services for all children in the UK 

has been raised by the Children’s Commissioners for the Devolved Administra*ons (2022) 

no*ng that access to Child & Adolescent Mental Health Services are inconsistent in 

geographical areas covered and in mee*ng the diverse needs of children. As such, it is not 

possible to say there is equitable and inclusive educa*on in the UK. 

Through this range of policies, Scotland has shown how they see the rela*onship of child 

poverty, children’s rights and Educa*on SDG-4 on “equitable” educa*on. 

8.4.2 Wales 

Wales like Scotland, makes rights and children’s rights visible. Under the heading of ‘Leave 

No One Behind’, Wales affirms the importance and relevance of the 2030 Agenda, and its 
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underpinning of rights with the responsibility of states to respect, protect and promote 

human rights, acknowledging the empowerment among others, children and young people: 

The 2030 Agenda envisages “a world of universal respect for human rights 
and human dignity, the rule of law, jus1ce, equality and non-
discrimina1on”. It is grounded in the Universal Declara*on on Human 
Rights and interna*onal human rights trea*es and emphasises the 
responsibili*es of all states to respect, protect and promote human rights. 
There is a strong emphasis on the empowerment of vulnerable groups such 
as … children, young people …. (WSR, 2019:58) 

Wales affirms the importance and relevance of the SDG Agenda (2030) and its underpinning 

of rights with the responsibility of states to respect, protect and promote human rights, 

acknowledging the empowerment among others, children and young people. The word 

promote is used, unlike Scotland, who use the more forceful fulfil in rela*on to rights. 

Wales goes on to highlight how legisla*on will be used to bring rights, and par*cularly rights 

for children: 

People, young people and children are important to The Rights of Children 
and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 is landmark legisla*on 
incorpora*ng the UN Conven*on on the Rights of the Child in Welsh Law … 
[sic]. Wales is in an excellent posi*on to progress toward implementa*on 
and integra*on of SDGs through policy and ac*on on human rights. (WSR, 
2019:58) 

This quota*on gives prominence to children and their rights. It is recognised as important 

that legisla*on that incorporates the CRC in the Rights of Children and Young Persons 

(Wales) Measure 2011. The legisla*on places a duty on the Welsh government to have due 

regard to children’s rights and the state’s commitment towards them when making strategic 

decisions. The merging of legisla*on and the SDG Agenda in Wales has been seen as useful 

in moving towards accountability for children’s rights (Croke et al., 2021). However, the 

EHRC (2023c) recommended that the Welsh government s*ll needs to enhance rights 

implementa*on of all UN trea*es into domes*c law so that rights are fully accessible and 

would be an important next step for Wales to fully achieve its accountability. 
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8.4.3 Northern Ireland (NI) 

With respect to NI, there is no direct men*on of children’s rights in the UKVNR. However, 

although they have not been explicit in linking rights to policies, the following is an example 

that evidences alignment with the principles of the CRC (1989) regarding par*cipa*on in 

decision making: 

Belfast Healthy Ci*es … seeks to put Child Friendly Places higher on the 
public sector agenda in Belfast and Northern Ireland by using feedback 
from children engagement events to influence op/ons for planning policy 
and other place-shaping strategies, for example by developing guidelines 
for policymakers. (UKVNR, 2019:132) 

This NI ini*a*ve shows evidence of engagement with and par*cipa*on by children to 

influence policies and planning. There is recogni*on that children who live in and use the 

environment around them have the right to par*cipa*on in planning. Although not 

men*oning rights directly, the phrasing … using feedback from children engagement events 

to influence op/ons for planning policy and other place-shaping strategies … is in line with 

CRC (1989) Ar*cle 12, the right to express views, and Ar*cle 13, the right to impart 

informa*on.  

8.5 Summary of RQ3 – To what extent that rights are seen as integral to the UK 

approach to meeting the 2030 Agenda with respect to children’s education 

Human rights are central to addressing educa*on for children under the SDGs. As previously 

stated, human rights underpin the whole of the 2030 Agenda. Whilst the UK government 

open the VNR (UKVNR, 2019:4) highligh*ng the importance of protec*ng the rights of the 

most vulnerable and cites its du*es under interna*onal trea*es to uphold those rights 

(UKVNR, 2019:128), its failure to act since the publica*on of the VNR is no*ceable. At the 

*me of the UKVNR, only Scotland and Wales appeared to have embraced a rights-focused 

approach. RegreJably, in 2023 the CteeRC had to reiterate their earlier concern over the 

impact of poverty on educa*on and on children’s rights in the UK (CRC/CO 6-7, 2023). 

The right to educa*on for children living in the UK is not explicitly referenced by the UK 

government in the VNR, which contrasts with the asser*on regarding the right to educa*on 

for children in developing countries (UKVNR, 2019:65). It is not evident in the UKVNR that 
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the UK government considered the significance of children’s rights in the UK when it comes 

to mee*ng the 2030 Agenda. Although there are references to protec*ng rights, what is not 

evident is the fulfilment or signpos*ng of progress on their commitment to their obliga*ons. 

My analysis of the UKVNR that evidences the lack of emphasis on children’s rights in the 

document highlights the low status assigned to children, relega*ng them and their visibility 

to the margins of policy considera*ons. The indivisible and interrelated nature of the rights 

of children include their right to educa*on and their development to its fullest poten*al. 

There is a lack of connec*vity in the Conserva*ve government’s ac*ons - for example, the 

right to an adequate standard of living for that development (CRC, 1989, Ar*cles 6, 27, 29) is 

not seen in the UKVNR in any joined-up manner. Similarly, NI does not have explicit men*on 

of rights in the VNR in rela*on to children. 

Scotland and Wales have a stronger and more affirma*vely opera*onal approach to 

children’s rights. Both refer to the incorpora*on of rights into legisla*on and policies that 

impact on children’s educa*on and their well-being. A commitment to the incorpora*on of 

the CRC and its guiding principles into domes*c legisla*on has become a reality for Scotland 

and Wales. Such incorpora*on is deemed important as it has been seen to legally embed 

children’s rights and, in doing so, act as a vehicle for change in seeking to fulfil the 2030 

Agenda (McCall-Smith, 2023). 

The approach offered by Scotland and Wales in their contribu*ons to the VNR is indica*ve of 

the different posi*ons of each of the Devolved Administra*ons vis-à-vis rights within the UK. 

It draws aJen*on to how Scotland and Wales have made children and their rights visible in 

their approach to the 2030 Agenda, whereas for England and NI, children’s rights are not 

explicitly referenced or linked to the 2030 Agenda.  

Human rights are integral to addressing educa*on for children under the SDGs. Therefore, 

when a government highlights their human rights obliga*ons under interna*onal trea*es 

that are externally driven with respect to tackling inequality, poverty and LNOB, then the 

right to educa*on should be part of their programma*c response and commitment to 

mee*ng Educa*on SDG-4. 
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The 2023 Concluding Observa*ons of the CteeRC to the UK recommended meaningful 

par*cipa*on of children to achieve all 17 SDGs, a review of how all legisla*on aligns with the 

CRC, and to integrate the CRC into na*onal legisla*on (CRC/CO 6-7, 2023) 

Given that the UK signed and ra*fied the CRC over thirty years ago, it is somewhat 

disappoin*ng that it has not fully incorporated it into na*onal legisla*on. The UK 

government should take a leaf from Scotland’s ‘book’ and make a commitment to do so as 

soon as possible. I advocate that a useful first step and part of any planning for the next 

UKVNR submission would be for government ministers to familiarise themselves with the 

UN reports and to take on board the recommenda*ons so that rights form the underpinning 

of the UK’s approach to mee*ng the 2030 Agenda. 

In RQ3, I focused on the status of children and their rights and considered how far the UK 

government, and the Devolved Administra*ons see rights as integral to children’s educa*on 

and mee*ng Educa*on SDG-4. Using the UKVNR, my thesis explored how child poverty 

hinders socially just access to educa*on and learning, par*cularly with respect to school-

aged children. Addi*onally, there are concomitant consequences on the fulfilment of 

children’s rights, freedoms, and choices that children have during their childhood, but with 

the impact felt into adulthood. Incorpora*ng the CA and a rights framework has enabled me 

to consider the posi*on and status of children, and the impact that poverty may have on 

their educa*onal opportuni*es. 

Chapter 9, the final chapter, follows and includes a summary of all the RQs, then brings 

together the conclusion of the en*re thesis and recommenda*ons for the future. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

9.1 Introduction 

The focus of this thesis has been on the examina*on of the UKVNR (2019) and the 

Supplementary Reports from Scotland (SSR, 2020) and Wales (WSR, 2019) regarding their 

framing of child poverty rela*ng to Poverty SDG-1, and the closely related Educa*on SDG-4. 

So far, the UK has submiJed only one VNR with both Wales and Scotland of the Devolved 

Administra*ons producing separate supplementary reports to the UKVNR. My argument has 

been that to meet Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, children's rights to access and 

par*cipate in educa*on need to be understood in rela*on to the impact of poverty. Under 

interna*onal law, the role of government is to uphold their obliga*ons to promote, protect 

and fulfil the rights of all persons, including children. Policies and legisla*on should aim to 

transform children's lives and their families in a posi*ve way, rather than hinder and restrict 

children's opportuni*es, capabili*es and enjoyment of their rights. 

While the 2030 Agenda is not legally binding on states, it is explicitly rooted in the human 

rights obliga*on’s states have already adopted. For example, the CRC (1989) is ra*fied by 

every government in the world apart from the USA. Thus, when addressing the intersec*ons 

of poverty and educa*on, the rights of children underpin mee*ng the 2030 Agenda and 

‘leaving no-one behind’ (LNOB). My research iden*fies that where rights are not the focus 

and resources are not allocated accordingly, it is not possible to ensure children in the UK 

aJain their full capabili*es because of the impact of poverty on educa*onal and life 

outcomes. 

This Chapter brings together the central themes of my thesis and goes on to set out 

recommenda*ons and areas for future research 

• Revisi*ng the RQs (9.2) 

• Theore*cal and methodological approaches (9.3) 

• Original contribu*on to academic knowledge (9.4) 

• Limita*ons of research (9.5) 

• Recommenda*ons for the government and researchers (9.6) 
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9.2 Revisiting the RQs 

To recap, my three RQs are as follows: 

RQ1  How does the UK frame child poverty when addressing Poverty SDG-1? 

RQ2  How does the UK framing of poverty impact on children’s Educa*on SDG-4?  

RQ3  To what extent are rights seen as integral to the UK approach to mee*ng the 

2030 Agenda with respect to children’s educa*on? 

While the three ques*ons are independent, they build towards an analysis of how far the UK 

has integrated its human rights obliga*ons when addressing child poverty and educa*on. No 

new interna*onal commitments were taken on since the 2030 Agenda was adopted in 2015, 

so in submiqng the UKVNR in 2019 to the UN, the obliga*ons owed to everyone in United 

Kingdom were already in place. What my analysis sought to reveal was how far the UK 

government understood that interna*onal human rights law, especially the CRC (1989), 

should frame its response to end Poverty SDG-1, in all its forms everywhere, and ensure 

inclusive and equitable quality Educa*on SDG-4. Of course, like interna*onal human rights 

norms, the SDGs are all integrated, interdependent and indivisible, and all are underpinned 

with the overarching principles of non-discrimina*on, also affirmed in reducing Inequality 

SDG-10, within and between countries. 

9.2.1 RQ1 - How does the UK frame child poverty when addressing Poverty SDG-1? 

What was clear from the UKVNR with respect to the framing of child poverty when 

addressing Poverty SDG-1 was that the Westminster government saw poverty reduc*on as 

an individual responsibility to be addressed through welfare reform and full employment. As 

my analysis presents, poverty is mul*dimensional and complex. The different forms of 

poverty beyond income poverty have an impact on achieving educa*on that is inclusive and 

equitable, and which allows children to reach their full capability, a point further developed 

in RQ2. My analysis of the UKVNR highlighted the close rela*onship between poverty, 

educa*on and well-being, and that any strategy addressing that rela*onship needs to be 

aligned to the relevant SDGs, along with relevant Ar*cles under the CRC (Wernham and 

UNICEF, 2016). I conclude that the Conserva*ve government’s strategies and policies 
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reported in the UKVNR exacerbated mul*dimensional poverty, maintaining and deepening 

inequality in educa*onal aJainment rela*ve to child poverty (CRC/CO 6-7, 2023). 

Government policies related to welfare reform also undermined the underpinning LNOB 

principle of the 2030 Agenda and, in fact, increased the risk of poverty. See chapters 3 

(3.3.3), 6 (6.3), 7 (7.4) and 8 (8.3, 8.4) for research showing that not only does poverty 

worsen opportuni*es for children’s educa*on, but it also reduces life opportuni*es. 

To achieve the SDGs, it is important that human rights are respected, protected and fulfilled. 

In chapter 4, I made the case for how the CA provides the appropriate framework to view 

the UK government’s policies in rela*on to Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4 in terms of 

the extent to which opportuni*es are available and capabili*es fulfilled. RQ1 also 

emphasised how the policies developed in Scotland and Wales, rights-based and legisla*on-

based respec*vely, have a more holis*c understanding of poverty and show the links 

between RQ1 and RQ3. Unlike Westminster, Scotland and Wales recognise poverty as a 

rights issue and place responsibility on the government to address inequali*es that flow 

from poverty if the 2030 Agenda is to be fulfilled. Northern Ireland’s input on poverty is 

limited in the UKVNR and is more closely aligned with Westminster, but there is an 

indica*on that, unlike England, Northern Ireland has had a child poverty strategy in place 

from 2016 to 2022. 

9.2.2 RQ2 - How does the UK framing of poverty impact on children’s Educa/on SDG-4 

The aim was to see how the UKVNR framing of poverty reflected its approach to reducing 

poverty and thereby achieve greater social jus*ce in rela*on to children’s educa*on. In 

failing to address the intersec*onality between poverty and educa*on, the government 

denied children not only their right to educa*on, but also to social jus*ce more broadly, for 

example, in rela*on to Educa*on SDG-4 and the importance of access to quality early years’ 

provision. The focus in the UKVNR is on the needs of the economy rather than mee*ng the 

child’s rights and promo*ng their full capabili*es. Even though the UKVNR and the 

supplementary reports from Scotland and Wales recognise that there is a need for funded, 

high quality early years’ provision, it is not in place universally and the most disadvantaged 

areas of the country have the least provision, resul*ng in worsening social jus*ce and 

impac*ng nega*vely on children’s educa*on throughout the whole of school life. 
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Poverty also affects the aJainment gap, puqng at risk the child’s opportunity to reach their 

full capabili*es. The UKVNR acknowledges the nega*ve impacts of the aJainment gap on 

children from poorer backgrounds, but despite the fact that Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on 

SDG-4 should be seen as interconnected SDGs, major strides towards eradica*ng the gap 

have not been made (EPI, 2023; Mon-Williams et al., 2023). Part of the reason for the lack of 

progress is the failure by the UK government to recognise the holis*c character of poverty 

and address all elements. I make the links between food poverty SDG-2, the lack of access to 

adequate nutri*ous food and the effects on “inclusive and equitable quality educa*on” as 

required for Educa*on SDG-4. The analysis and discussion of RQ2 revealed that across the 

Four Na*ons, issues of social inequality had worsened, that this manifested itself with 

respect to early years’ provision, the aJainment gap and access to nutri*ous food. I 

conclude, therefore, that child poverty is not being comprehensively addressed and, 

consequently, the connected social injus*ces impact on educa*on and children not 

achieving their full capabili*es. 

9.2.3 RQ3 - To what extent are rights seen as integral to the UK approach to mee/ng the 
2030 Agenda with respect to children’s educa/on? 

I conclude that the UK government has an unsophis*cated and very individualised approach 

to poverty. It has not sought to u*lise a rights-based approach as required by the SDGs. For 

example, it has not addressed poverty with respect to access to nutri*ous food and 

educa*on. The UKVNR indicates the government was not addressing these broader 

elements of poverty because it failed to engage fully with the relevant rights frameworks. 

I examined whether one reason for con*nuing failure to respond to child poverty and its 

effects on “inclusive and equitable quality” Educa*on SDG-4 (UNGA, 2015:14) is down to the 

level of engagement in the UKVNR with human rights, especially those established in the 

CRC. In this regard, there is a stark contrast with the way the Devolved Administra*ons, 

Scotland and Wales in par*cular, have addressed rights in the VNR and their supplementary 

reports. Nevertheless, although the laJer highlight and incorporate the role of rights as 

integral in mee*ng the 2030 Agenda, investment of resources is s*ll required and that may 

be under the control of the UK government in Westminster, frustra*ng the Scoqsh and 

Welsh approaches. 
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The 2030 Agenda set out that it is underpinned by interna*onal human rights law, which 

would include the CRC (1989). In achieving the SDGs, states should, as was established in the 

Vienna Declara*on on Human Rights (UN, 1993) respect, protect and fulfil their interna*onal 

human rights obliga*ons. The CRC (1989) has four underpinning principles, and all are 

relevant for the SDGs: Ar*cle 2, non-discrimina*on; Ar*cle 3, best interests of the child; 

Ar*cle 6, the right to survival and development to full poten*al; and Ar*cle 12, par*cipa*on, 

so that the voice of the child is part of discussions about their rights. When looking at child 

Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, those human rights obliga*ons that the UK has already 

assumed when it agreed to and ra*fied the CRC (1989) alongside other interna*onal human 

rights law du*es, should shape its framing when responding to the 2030 Agenda.  

9.3 Theoretical and methodological approaches 

The 2030 Agenda highlights the importance of protec*ng and implemen*ng all human rights 

if its aims are to be met (UNGA, 2015). I used the capability approach (CA) as the lens to 

examine and reflect on the UKVNR and supplementary reports from Scotland and Wales in 

rela*on to poverty, educa*on and children’s rights. Like the 2030 Agenda, the CA considers 

the importance of fulfilling human rights as central to achieving equality and well-being for 

all ci*zens (Sen, 1981, 2009; Nussbaum, 2003; Dixon and Nussbaum, 2012). Poverty in both 

the 2030 Agenda and CA is regarded as mul*dimensional and not just income related. This is 

per*nent when reflec*ng on the impact of poverty on children and their educa*on. Agency, 

freedom of choice and opportuni*es can all be restricted and impeded when living in 

poverty restricts what children are “… able to do or be …” (Sen, 2004:33). Nussbaum 

(2007:25) highlights the importance of understanding and recognising the full “context” of 

people’s lives. To this end, I have endeavoured to reflect on and highlight the posi*on and 

status of children who experience poverty when examining the UKVNR.  

Using Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thema*c analysis for my methodological approach 

enabled me to bring together interlinking aspects of my professional and ethical posi*oning 

that endeavours to be both reflec*ve and reflexive in how I approach my work. Thus, when 

undertaking this thesis, it was important for me to be able to bring the reflec*ve element 

into my research. Braun and Clarke’s six flexible phases of exploring data builds on the 

importance of reflec*on for the researcher and develops it to combine the related idea of 
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reflexive research. This involves not just reflec*ng on what I have read but how I, as a 

researcher, respond to my interac*on with the data. This engagement became evident in 

combining my discussion with my analysis when dealing with my three RQs (Chapters 6-8). 

The incorpora*on of my methodological and theore*cal approaches, with a focus on rights, 

has resulted in a unique analysis of the UKVNR (2019) and supplementary reports for 

Scotland (SSR, 2020) and Wales (WSR, 2019) into the framing of child poverty and its impact 

on children’s educa*on and their rights, status and visibility. 

9.4 Original contribution to academic knowledge 

First, my original contribu*on to academic knowledge was to iden*fy the following. My 

focus is on child poverty and its impact on educa*on related to Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on 

SDG-4. Backed up by my research and analysis, this is an important original contribu*on as 

others have not focused on the UKVNR with reference to children who experience poverty 

and the impact that this may have on their educa*on as individual rights-holders. 

Secondly, having regard to the RQs, my thesis iden*fies that there were differing approaches 

to framing poverty in the VNR across the UK and the Devolved Administra*ons. The UKVNR 

fails to address poverty in a comprehensive fashion. The Conserva*ve government did not 

adopt a rights-focused approach in draging the UKVNR and its progress towards the 2030 

Agenda. However, Scotland and Wales, in their submissions, showed a more nuanced 

framing of poverty and children, and children’s rights are more visible. The contrast with 

Scotland and Wales in the VNR and in their supplementary reports is striking – Scotland has 

adopted a very explicit rights-based approach and Wales’s legisla*ve response is founded on 

human rights principles. 

My research offers something important to other academics who work in the area of the 

UKVNR, Poverty SDG-1 and Educa*on SDG-4, by extending understanding of how poverty is 

framed in official government documents. It explores how individuals who experience 

poverty are seen. My thesis renders children more visible by highligh*ng children within the 

UKVNR and supplementary reports with a focus on child poverty and the impact this has on 

their educa*on and rights, an area of research that has been underexplored. 
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9.5 Limitations of research 

I acknowledge that as with every PhD, there are boundaries to my research based on my RQs 

and word limits. First, I only deal with a small data source, the UKVNR and supplementary 

reports from Scotland and Wales, as a basis for my research. It is confined to the UK and 

Devolved Administra*ons, but it is a focused piece of PhD research, and I have endeavoured 

for it to be detailed in its own way. Secondly, I am aware that my research focuses on child 

poverty generally rather than on how it might relate to certain groups of children, for 

example, ethnic minori*es, children with SEND, children who may be experiencing poor 

housing, or children in the care of local authori*es. This is due to wan*ng to offer a deeper 

focus on poverty, educa*on and children. 

9.6 Recommendations for the government and researchers 

The 2030 Agenda (2015) outlines how all the SDGs should be seen in terms of being 

integrated and indivisible and should be based on upholding human rights of all, including 

children’s rights (UNCRC 1989). Thus, Poverty SDG-1, ending poverty in all its forms, and 

Educa*on SDG-4, ensure inclusive, equitable and quality educa*on, are both 

mul*dimensional and interlink across children’s holis*c development, and need to be 

implemented in a manner that protects, promotes and fulfils children’s rights. My document 

analysis of the UKVNR (2019) is evidence that the Westminster government and Northern 

Ireland had a very narrow understanding of SDG-1, seeing it in limited economic terms and 

not in a mul*dimensional way that impacts on every aspect of children’s lives and 

opportuni*es. Thus, there was a failure to understand and recognise the interrelatedness of 

the SDG-1 and SDG-4. This in turn led to a failure to fully recognise the importance of 

implemen*ng children’s rights in order to meet SDG-1 and SDG-4 and meet their obliga*ons 

to protect children’s rights, with the best interests of the child as a priority in welfare policies 

and provision of services (UNCRC 1989, Ar*cle 3). However, Scotland and Wales were more 

affirma*ve in recognising the importance of children’s right and their duty to uphold the 

rights of children as central to working towards the 2030 Agenda, and SDG-1 and SDG-4, in 

par*cular. Wales and Scotland’s wider framing of poverty as mul*dimensional and a human 

rights issue encompassed the importance of the UNCRC and a child’s rights agenda. By doing 

this, Scotland and Wales raised the visibility of children who experience poverty and the role 
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of the government in addressing the inequali*es that flow from poverty. The UNCRC 1989, 

Ar*cle 42, covers the obliga*on of governments to ac*vely work to make sure that children 

and adults know about rights. An important star*ng point is for all those working in 

government to realise this obliga*on and implement it in meaningful ways so that a child-

rights agenda is seen as integral to recognising the vital role that government plays in 

protec*ng the rights of all children. 

Since 2019, no addi*onal VNR has been produced by the UK Government or any 

supplementary reports from the Devolved Administra*ons. As I write, the poli*cal landscape 

in the UK has changed and new poli*cal par*es have come into office across the Devolved 

Administra*ons, too.  

I would recommend that: 

• The UK Government and Devolved Administra*ons when producing VNRs should 

ensure that children and their families who have the lived experience of poverty are 

listened to, and their views incorporated. The ongoing progress and future 

development of the 2030 Agenda in the UK will not be fully achieved if Poverty SDG-

1 and Educa*on SDG-4, in par*cular, are not seen as intersec*ng and impac*ng on 

children, their rights, and their future opportuni*es. 

• The government should act on the recommenda*ons by the UN to fully incorporate 

the CRC into domes*c legisla*on (CRC/CO 5, 2016; CRC/CO 6-7, 2023). 

• The government should act on the recommenda*on to conduct child rights impact 

assessments of budget and economic decision-making processes and outcomes, 

including austerity measures, in areas that are directly or indirectly related to 

children’s rights (CRC/CO 5, 2016). 

• That a child poverty strategy is implemented that addresses the mul*dimensional 

nature of poverty in every aspect of children’s lives.  

• The government end the 2-child limit and the cap on benefits while also ensuring 

that welfare payments keep pace with infla*on.  

• Geographical inequali*es of access to resources and provision of services are 

addressed so that children’s postcodes do not restrict their opportuni*es and choices 

(Marmot et al., 2010, 2020; Mon-Williams et al., 2023).  
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• Access to high quality early childhood educa*on and care is properly funded. Issues 

of pay, con*nuing professional development and the status of early years 

prac**oners are addressed as part of a transforma*ve approach to making a reality 

of Educa*on SDG-4, access to quality ECEC (UNGA, 2015:17). 

I would conclude by recommending that any subsequent VNRs by the UK government and 

the Devolved Administra*ons consider the long-term impact of the COVID Pandemic on 

fulfilling the 2030 Agenda in rela*on to child poverty, educa*on and rights, and how 

progress will be made beyond 2030. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Sustainable Development Goals, UNGA 70/1 (2015) 

Goal 1.  End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

Goal 2.  End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutri*on and promote sustainable 
agriculture 

Goal 3.  Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 

Goal 4.  Ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa*on and promote lifelong learning 
opportuni*es for all 

Goal 5.  Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 

Goal 6.  Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanita*on for all 

Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all 

Goal 8.  Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and produc*ve 
employment and decent work for all 

Goal 9.  Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrializa*on 
and foster innova*on 

Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries 

Goal 11. Make ci*es and human seJlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consump*on and produc*on paJerns 

Goal 13. Take urgent ac*on to combat climate change and its impacts 

Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development 

Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 
manage forests, combat deser*fica*on and halt and reverse land degrada*on and 
halt biodiversity loss 

Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive socie*es for sustainable development, provide 
access to jus*ce for all and build effec*ve, accountable and inclusive ins*tu*ons at 
all levels 

Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementa*on and revitalize the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development.  
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Appendix 2 – Lists of Capabilities 

2A Nussbaum’s Central Human Capabili/es (Nussbaum, 2003:12) 

1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; not dying prematurely, 

or before one's life is so reduced as to be not worth living. 

2. Bodily Health. Being able to have good health, including reproduc*ve health; to be 

adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter. 12 See further discussion in Nussbaum 

(forthcoming c).13 

3. Bodily Integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure against violent 

assault, including sexual assault and domes*c violence; having opportuni*es for sexual 

sa*sfac*on and for choice in maJers of reproduc*on. 

4. Senses, Imagina/on, and Thought. Being able to use the senses, to imagine, think, and 

reason 

-- and to do these things in a "truly human" way, a way informed and cul*vated by an 

adequate educa*on, including, but by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathema*cal 

and scien*fic training. Being able to use imagina*on and thought in connec*on with 

experiencing and producing works and events of one's own choice, religious, literary, 

musical, and so forth. Being able to use one's mind in ways protected by guarantees of 

freedom of expression with respect to both poli*cal and ar*s*c speech, and freedom of 

religious exercise. Being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid non-beneficial 

pain. 

5. Emo*ons. Being able to have aJachments to things and people outside ourselves; to love 

those who love and care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to 

experience longing, gra*tude, and jus*fied anger. Not having one's emo*onal development 

blighted by fear and anxiety. (Suppor*ng this capability means suppor*ng forms of human 

associa*on that can be shown to be crucial in their development.) 
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6. Prac*cal Reason. Being able to form a concep*on of the good and to engage in cri*cal 

reflec*on about the planning of one's life. (This entails protec*on for the liberty of 

conscience and religious observance.) 

7. Affilia/on. A. Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and show concern 

for other human beings, to engage in various forms of social interac*on; to be able to 

imagine the situa*on of another. (Protec*ng this capability means protec*ng ins*tu*ons 

that cons*tute and nourish such forms of affilia*on, and also protec*ng the freedom of 

assembly and poli*cal speech.) B. Having the social bases of self-respect and non-

humilia*on; being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of 

others. This entails provisions of non-discrimina*on on the basis of race, sex, sexual 

orienta*on, ethnicity, caste, religion, na*onal origin.14 

8. Other Species. Being able to live with concern for and in rela*on to animals, plants, and 

the world of nature. 

9. Play. Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recrea*onal ac*vi*es. 

10. Control over one's Environment. A. Poli*cal. Being able to par*cipate effec*vely in 

poli*cal choices that govern one's life; having the right of poli*cal par*cipa*on, protec*ons 

of free speech and associa*on. B. Material. Being able to hold property (both land and 

movable goods), and having property rights on an equal basis with others; having the right 

to seek employment on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from unwarranted 

search and seizure. In work, being able to work as a human being, exercising prac*cal reason 

and entering into meaningful rela*onships of mutual recogni*on with other workers. 
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2B Biggeri’s List correlated to CRC (1989) Rights (Biggeri, M. et al., 2011:59) 

Children’s capabilities        CRC 

Domains Direct Indirect 

Life and physical health 6, 23, 24, 25, 27, 29 (17), (19), (33), (37), (39) 

Love and care 7, 9, 18, 20, 21, 26, 27 (3), (10), (22) 

Mental well-being 23, 25, 27, 29, 37 (17), (19), (33), (39) 

Bodily integrity and safety 19, 25, 26, 37 (23), (24), (39) 

Social relations 15, 27, 29 (12) 

Participation 12, 13, 15, 17, 23, 29 (40) 

Education 13, 24, 28 (32) 

Freedom from economic and non-
economic exploitation 

19, 32, 34, 36 (33), (35) 

Shelter and environment 24(c), 27(3), 29(c) 
 

Leisure activities 31 (40) 

Respect 16, 19, 23, 30, 39(2) (2) 

Religion and identity 8, 14, 29, 30, 31 (2), (7), (37) 

Time-autonomy 
 

(31), (37) 

Mobility 
 

(31), (37) 
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Appendix 3 – Code sets 

The following 3 tables demonstrate the codes generated during the process of coding the 
UKVNR, SSR and WSR.  
The First Code Set reflects my ideas for the most important issues based on having read the 
UKVNR, the SSR, the WSR and the papers in my Literature Review, as well as my experience 
as a social worker and educator along with my knowledge of children's rights. Applying 
those 41 codes to the UKVNR, SSR and WSR through Atlas.* produced a wealth of relevant 
extracts, but it also showed the need to consolidate ideas (Braun and Clarke, 2022) also 
suggested that single-word codes should be avoided). 
 
To assist in that consolida*on, I produced a new list of 20 combined codes that provided a 
clearer analysis of the documents. That allowed me to see themes (see Chapter 5, Table 5.6) 
and how they could be linked to my RQs.  
 
Finally, I decided that one code, 'aJainment gap', simply repeated what the 'Effects of 
poverty on children's educa*onal outcomes' had already found. The Final Code Set, 
therefore, was 19. 
 
NB. In the Final Code Set, each code was sub-coded with the UK and each of the Four 
Na*ons (England, Scotland, Wales and NI) so that comparisons of approach could be drawn. 
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First Code List 
FIRST CODE SET 
1. attainment gap 
2. child limit 
3. committed goals 
4. dignity rights 
5. disadvantaged children 
6. effects of poverty on adolescent mental health 
7. effects of poverty on child health 
8. empowerment agency 
9. exclusion education 
10. food hunger 
11. framing of and response to childhood poverty 
12. global challenges 
13. Human rights 
14. inclusion exclusion 
15. indivisible indivisibility SDGs 
16. inequalities discrimination 
17. legal obligation 
18. legislation national international 
19. limitation on rights and child agency 
20. marginalised and vulnerable groups 
21. nutrition budgeting 
22. parent employment 
23. parent responsibility 
24. partnership 
25. policies 
26. poverty 
27. poverty measurement 
28. poverty statistics 
29. rights access 
30. single mothers 
31. single parents 
32. social justice 
33. state responsibility 
34. treaty/ treaties 
35. UNCRC 
36. unemployed parents 
37. universal credit 
38. universal rights 
39. voice participation 
40. young children 
41. young people 

Table 10.1: First Code Set 
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Penul/mate Code List 
PENULTIMATE Codes 

1. accountability of government to alleviate child poverty 
2. attainment gap 
3. effects of poverty on children's educational outcomes 
4. effects of poverty on child physical and mental health 
5. framing of childhood poverty 
6. framing of human rights in response to poverty 
7. child poverty & parents 
8. lack of access to services/resources: a) education, b) health, c) food 
9. Leave No One Behind 
10. national legislation and child poverty 
11. partnership and accountability across groups 
12. policy responses to child poverty 
13. poverty - marginalised and vulnerable groups 
14. poverty statistics 
15. rights, participation and child agency 
16. rights, social justice and poverty 
17. SDG framework to alleviate child poverty 
18. Stigma and poverty 
19. UN international treaties 
20. UNCRC and poverty 

Table 10.2: Penul*mate Code List 

Final Code List 
FINAL CODES 

1. Accountability of government to alleviate child poverty 
2. Child poverty & parents 
3. Effects of poverty on children's educational outcomes 
4. Effects of poverty on child physical and mental health 
5. Framing of childhood poverty 
6. Framing of human rights in response to poverty 
7. Lack of access to services: education, health, food 
8. Leave No One Behind 
9. National legislation and child poverty 
10. Partnership across groups 
11. Policy responses to child poverty 
12. Poverty - marginalised and vulnerable groups 
13. Poverty statistics 
14. Rights, participation and child agency 
15. Rights, social justice and poverty 
16. SDG framework to alleviate child poverty 
17. Stigma and poverty 
18. UN international treaties 
19. UNCRC and poverty 

Table 10.3:Final Code List 


