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Equality
sweet
talk
Amid growing public outrage at inequalities
heightened by the pandemic, the government has
promised to ‘level up’. But to its many detractors,
levelling up is just another hollow promise
Louise Palfreyman reports

W

hen this year’s A-level results came
out, one statistic stood out above all
others. The rise in A grades was 50
per cent higher in private schools
than in secondary comprehensives.
Fee-paying schools saw A and A* grades soar from 44 to
70 per cent, whereas state schools’ grades rose from 20 to 39
per cent.
Ofqual data also revealed that black students, those on free
school meals, and those from disadvantaged areas were all
less likely to do well than their more advantaged peers.
The figures led to Labour accusing the Conservatives of
“opening the door on unfairness”.
Research by the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in
March of this year revealed more than a third of low-income
families lacked essential digital resources for home learning.
They were having to make “impossible choices” to try to
ensure their children could learn during lockdowns.
As a thank you note to Marcus Rashford recently
reminded us, these are households where child poverty is
rife, and provision of the basics is often a struggle.
A message from Reggie, aged six, on a mural for Rashford
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defaced after the Euros read: “Thank you for all our
dinner[s].”
Rashford’s school meals campaign meant that thousands
of children did not go hungry over the holidays. But CPAG
figures reveal low-income families have spent 90 per cent
more on bills with their children at home during the
pandemic. And as the universal credit uplift looks set to be
phased out this autumn, hundreds and thousands of families
will face increased pressure to make ends meet.
The recently published State of the Nation 2021: Social
Mobility and the Pandemic contains a series of hard-hitting
recommendations which seek to tackle the issue of child
poverty head-on.
The independent Social Mobility Commission report
recommends a £14 billion overhaul of the benefits system
and contains a seven-point pandemic recovery plan aimed
at helping children and young people. One in three children
in the UK now lives in poverty.
Report authors warn: “The pandemic will have a profound
impact on the UK over the next decades. There is a huge risk
that the gulf between the rich and the poor will continue to
grow ever deeper and wider.
“We need to make the welfare system fairer and to use the
tax system to pay for big recovery initiatives. Our proposals
for education recovery, cutting child poverty by a third
and creating opportunity for disadvantaged people will
come with a hefty price tag, but they are critical to address
the challenges we have identified – and they will benefit
everyone in society.”
UK policy on child poverty does not have a glowing

track record. In 2019, Philip Alston, the UN rapporteur on
extreme poverty, warned that unless austerity ended, the
UK’s poorest people faced “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short” lives. He observed a general state of denial about the
impact of policies since 2010 and warned that worse could
be yet to come.
The Social Mobility Commission was first established as
the Child Poverty Commission under the Child Poverty Act
2010. There were clear Blairite targets to be met by 2020:
Fewer than ten per cent of children to live in relative lowincome families
Fewer than five per cent of children to live in material
deprivation and low-income families
Fewer than five per cent of children to live in absolute lowincome families – or absolute poverty
Fewer children to live in relative poverty for three years or
more
But following the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016,
targets for reducing child
poverty vanished and the
phrase itself was erased from
‘Children growing
both the Act, which became
up in poverty
the Life Chances Act, and
will suffer worse
the commission, which
became the Social Mobility
health, education
Commission.
and
life outcomes
This semantic airbrushing
– and their chances
has not gone down well with
for social mobility
hardened lobbyists, and the
government was recently
will be severely
forced to start publishing
constrained’
poverty statistics again,
after changing the reporting
parameters to only include
the number of children living in workless households, and
educational attainment at GCSE-level.
In June this year, Boris Johnson was warned about his
claim that child poverty has fallen. The Office for Statistics
Regulation wrote to Downing Street over a comment during
PMQs that “we are also seeing fewer households now with
children in poverty than ten years ago”.
Johnson prefers to use the ‘absolute poverty’ measure over
the relative poverty (after housing costs) measure. Relative
poverty has risen from 3.6 million in 2010 to 4.3 million,
with 200,000 more children affected since last year. The
absolute poverty measure is anchored to the 60 per cent
‘below median level’ as set in 2010.
CPAG points out many more children in 2021 are in
deeper poverty. Around 1.7 million children are estimated
to be regularly going hungry.
The Resolution Foundation forecast that higher
unemployment and the removal of the universal credit
uplift could lead to 400,000 more children ending up on the
breadline.
The national outcry is intensifying, perhaps most potently
on social media, where stars like Rashford can command
more traction than MPs with a single tweet.
The government has responded with much talk of levelling
up. The Queen’s Speech contained promises to “deliver
a national recovery from the pandemic that makes the
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United Kingdom stronger, healthier and more prosperous
than before. To achieve this, my government will level
up opportunities across all parts of the United Kingdom,
supporting jobs, businesses and economic growth and
addressing the impact of the pandemic on public services”.
More specifically, the government pledged to “ensure
children get the best start in life” and deliver on
improvements to mental health services, supporting
families, the ongoing review of children’s social care, and
support for new parents. There is a commitment to an uplift
in funding for schools, investment in early years education,
and support for disadvantaged children.
However, many believe this doesn’t go far enough. In
June, England’s education recovery commissioner Sir Kevan
Collins resigned in protest over the government’s Covid
catch-up funding of £1.4 billion.
He said this “did not come close to meeting the scale of the
challenge” or the £15 billion package he had recommended.
Conspicuously absent in
recent government statements
is any mention of child
poverty – despite (or perhaps
because of) figures in the
North East skyrocketing from
26 per cent in 2014-15 to 37
per cent last year and repeated
warnings from the End Child
Poverty Coalition that failing
to address the issue means
“the best start in life” will, in
fact, be impossible.
The Coalition believes
genuine ‘levelling up’ will
only come about through
eradicating child poverty, raising the value of children’s
benefits, and making the universal credit uplift permanent.
Similarly, the Social Mobility Commission is
recommending:
Increased universal credit payments - including second
earners
Removal of the two-child benefits limit
Cutting child poverty by a third
A new student premium for 16-19-year-olds
Investment in deprived communities – new ‘Family Hubs’
30 hours of free childcare for all and better pay for early
years workers
The first two points alone will lead to a 35 per cent
reduction in child poverty, the report predicts, lifting 1.3
million children off the breadline.
The authors are urging the government to “put the poorest
and youngest members of society centre stage of its recovery
plan,” stating: “Children growing up in poverty will suffer
worse health, education and life outcomes – and their
chances for social mobility will be severely constrained.
“We know that targeting child poverty through welfare
works – helping families out of poverty leads to better
education outcomes, increased earnings for the child when
they reach adulthood and even improved life expectancy.
And ultimately, it benefits everyone in society when we are
all better off.”

