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Abstract
The harmful effects of Covid 19 on children living in poverty have refocused attention on 
the complex nature of child poverty and the vexed question of its relationship to education. 
The paper examines a tension at the heart of much discussion of child poverty and educa-
tion. On the one hand, education is often regarded as essential for children’s flourishing 
and a means by which children can “escape” poverty; yet on the other hand, education 
systems, institutions, and practices, often reflect and entrench the disadvantages associated 
with poverty. Narratives concerning education as an escape from poverty tend not to deal 
in any depth with the injustices associated with poverty, stressing instead the transforma-
tive potential of education. By contrast, largely sociological analyses of the ways in which 
schooling reproduces inequalities tend to stop short of developing a normative account of 
how education can contribute to transforming the structural injustices related to poverty 
and its effects on children’s lives. In working to move beyond this analytic impasse, the 
paper shows how the cluster of concepts, which Robeyns (2018) locates as central to the 
capability approach, give insights which help to address these two different lacunae. The 
notion of conversion factors highlights the significance of taking account of existing rela-
tionships in education, while the distinction between capabilities and functionings helps 
guide practices regarding the education of children living in poverty. Drawing on literature 
on the heightened inequalities associated with poor children’s experience of lack of school-
ing during the COVID pandemic, the paper sketches some of the ways in which sociologi-
cal analysis and normative evaluation can be linked in taking forward an “ethically engaged 
political philosophy” (Wolff, 2018) to discuss child poverty and education in real schools.
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Introduction

While exacerbating many of the harmful effects of poverty on children’s lives, the Covid 
years have brought into sharp relief the complexities of relationships of poverty and educa-
tion and the ethical issues they raise. Two events exemplify this.

In January 2021, with UK schools closed due to the pandemic, children were not able 
to receive free meals at school, an essential support to thousands of families living in pov-
erty. The government contracted a private company to distribute food to families receiving 
benefits. The food parcels were, however, of low nutritional quality and not at all plentiful. 
Mothers posted pictures on the internet recording the extremely meagre weekly food par-
cels they received in lieu of free school meals. For children living in poverty in England, 
the fears and disruptions of school closures associated with COVID were amplified by hun-
ger, and carelessness of those in positions of authority distributing food. They were given a 
minimal handout, but indignity and exclusion were underlined.

In January 2022 Xolani Mtshali, a South African student, waiting to receive his final 
school leaving results, noted how impossible it had been for him to access the material dis-
tributed on TV and radio by the government when schools were shut: “Even though I know 
there were TV and radio programmes for extra lessons, we do not have a TV at my house 
and on the radio they concentrated a lot on physics (which I did not study) and because I 
stay in a rural area people who would be able to help me with certain subjects stay very 
far from me, so it was difficult” (Equal Education 2022). As the pandemic claimed millions 
of lives across the world it raised questions about what forms of social protection societies 
could offer those who were subjected to intense overt and covert discrimination. As many 
have noted, it also amplified the inequalities in societies (UNDP 2022; UNESCO 2022).

These two instances of the effects of Covid highlight many facets of the relationship of 
poverty and education indicating how the lack of resources in the households and com-
munities of poor children, is compounded by cumulative effects of inadequate policy and 
practice, and experiences of social division. These incidents during the COVID pandemic 
prompt the need for philosophical reflection on the nature of the problem and how to 
address it.

Many studies of the effects of COVID, together with much of the academic work on 
children, education, and poverty, (e.g., Holt and Murray 2022; Hevia et al. 2022; Brehm 
et al. 2021), draw attention to the layers of these manifestly unjust conditions but they do 
not address the normative questions they raise for education. Our discussion examines this 
tension at the heart of much work on child poverty and education. We note how, on the one 
hand, education is often regarded as essential for children’s flourishing and as a means by 
which children can “escape” poverty. Education is thus a locus of values but the facts that 
shape those values are often not fully considered. Yet on the other hand, many accounts 
document how education systems, institutions, and practices, often reflect and entrench 
the disadvantages associated with poverty. In these largely sociological analyses drawing 
on statistical and empirical facts documenting the ways in which schooling reproduces 
inequalities, a number of which were assembled during COVID to record the effects of 
the pandemic on children’s lives (e.g., UNESCO 2021), there is a tendency for the dis-
cussion to stop short of developing a normative account of how education can contrib-
ute to transforming the structural injustices related to poverty and its effects on children’s 
lives. A range of facts is analysed, but the values to be addressed are often assumed more 
than directly articulated. In this paper we discuss problems with both these narratives. In 
attempting to overcome the limitations of both positions we adopt an approach of “ethically 



51Philosophical Reflections on Child Poverty and Education  

1 3

engaged political philosophy” (Wolff 2018) and seek to articulate the values and the fac-
tors that may advance the debate and inform practice. Our analysis, including a brief criti-
cal consideration of the values advanced by ideal approaches to justice, suggests that an 
interdisciplinary approach to these questions, informed by a normative ethical framework, 
can broaden out our understanding of the relationship between child poverty and education 
in a way that transcends the focus on the causal mechanisms by which poverty serves as a 
barrier to educational achievement and educational opportunities offer an “escape” from 
poverty.

The first part of the paper counterposes the two narratives about children’s education 
and poverty which arise from different perspectives and disciplinary foci, such as sociology 
of education and education and international development. The second part of the paper, in 
working to move beyond this analytic impasse associated with the two perspectives talking 
past each other draws on a cluster of concepts, which Robeyns (2018) locates as central to 
the capability approach. We use these to develop insights which help to address these two 
different lacunae and build some interdisciplinary framing that can help to link empirical 
analysis and normative evaluation in an attempt to better understand the complex interplay 
of child poverty and education.

Two Narratives of Poverty and Education

The two narratives we have identified in the literature on poverty, education, and child-
hood, which came to be deployed in the policy discussions at the time of COVID, are firstly 
a narrative of children shut out of quality education by poverty, and secondly a narrative of 
children shut up in poor schools because of poverty. We lay out some key features of each 
narrative and highlight work which exemplifies this. Different disciplinary concerns shape 
these two narratives. While both narratives are infused with values of justice and equality, 
albeit considered and articulated in different domains, the different ways in which these 
values are positioned has implications, constraining a wider analytic engagement.

In the first narrative, poor children are locked out of the opportunities for knowledge, 
skills, understanding, attaining learning outcomes and qualifications, autonomy, wellbeing, 
and relationships of flourishing associated with formal education. In these accounts, the 
problem of poverty is presented as external to the school, and is associated, for example, 
with poor housing, run down or violent neighbourhoods, families who do not value edu-
cation, or do not earn enough to pay for good education, harsh government policies or 
inadequate delivery of education reform, because of a poverty of ambition by officials (e.g. 
Barrett et al. 2019; Pritchett 2019; Azevedo 2020;). During the COVID pandemic this nar-
rative was often deployed showing how poor girls had less access to mobile technologies 
than boys and missed much more schooling (UNESCO 2022).

In this narrative, schools can mitigate the effects of poverty, if they can improve their 
‘quality’. Policy work drawing on this narrative emphasises that the learning outcomes 
of poor children are behind where they should be, giving rise to significant inequalities 
of educational attainment. This emphasis on the learning gap has had much attention 
as an outcome of schools being shut during the COVID period in the UK and interna-
tionally (Education in England 2020; World Bank 2021; House of Commons Library 
2021). In these versions of this argument there is no normative question to be addressed 
regarding the nature of quality education, rather, the focus is mainly on a distributional 
issue, regarding how to improve school organisation, learning outcomes and close the 
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attainment gap (e.g., Weidmann et  al. 2021; Akmal and Pritchett 2021). Education is 
equated with learning outcomes in a narrow range of subjects, with little attention to a 
wider range of relationships, processes, experiences, and knowledge forms. Raffo et al 
(2009) nuance this narrative and identify the complexity of the relationships between 
poverty and learning outcomes, distinguishing between accounts which document forms 
of poverty at the micro, meso, and macro levels. They note that perspectives on educa-
tion can be divided between those which are oriented to a more functionalist view of 
education serving society, and those which focus on how education might develop criti-
cal perspectives (Raffo et al 2009, 11–13). A mainstream version of the narrative that 
poverty is a problem of children out of school or learning little of value in school, we 
suggest, is more aligned with a functionalist view of education.

This articulates a clear perspective on the ways in which poverty or dysfunctional 
elements are to be kept outside the focus of education planning, which itself does not 
engage with the purpose of education beyond ‘learning’. This learning is generally nar-
rowed down to a very limited number of outcomes in literacy and numeracy (Smith and 
Benavot 2021; D’Agnese 2017), which further contributes to the existing inequalities.

Thus, in the narrative that poverty is the problem, and education is a remedy or a way 
out, there is little space, firstly for understanding the perspectives and nuanced experi-
ences of poor children, and what they and their parents say about school, and secondly 
for understanding the interconnection between macro, meso, and micro level political, 
economic, and socio-cultural relationships to produce and maintain poverty.

In contrast to the above narrative, attention to empirical research into the experience 
of children in poverty within educational contexts, can contribute to developing more 
nuanced and appropriate responses at school, community, national, and the international 
levels to make education a means for addressing poverty, and redistributing power. For 
example, Moletsane and Mitchell (2018) report on the use of participatory visual meth-
odologies developed in partnership with poor girls in South Africa and Canada. These 
have demonstrated potential to contribute to ‘intensifying effort in relation to addressing 
the lived realities of girls who are marginalized and who suffer from persistent inse-
curity, injustice and abuse of power at the local level in otherwise democratic states’ 
(Moletsane and Mitchell 2018: 437). This analysis does not bracket poverty ‘outside’ 
educational experiences but looks at how a range of actors – teachers, learners, social 
activists—can reflexively work together to take account of its many effects and pro-
cesses for change. The significance of teachers, and their positioning in this work, is 
noted in the work Moletsane and Mitchell have done over many years (Mitchell et  al. 
2020; Moletsane 2022). Recent studies of the response to COVID 19 school closures 
and other disasters revealed how schools in areas of socio-economic deprivation worked 
to offer material and practical support to children and their families in ways that went 
far beyond the simple requirement to ensure that poor children are able to access the 
formal elements of schooling (Moss et  al 2020). The mobilization of school staff in 
deprived areas in the UK to organize food banks and supplies of basic IT equipment for 
families experiencing hardship during the pandemic highlighted the ways in which there 
were important links between education, mental health and poverty in which teachers, 
parents and learners’ experiences were implicated (Kim and Asbury 2020; Holt and 
Murray 2021; Martin et al 2022). Pre-pandemic research into the shame experienced by 
poor children (Chase and Bantebya-Kyomuhendo 2015) both illuminates the emotional 
cost of poverty and draws attention, once again, to the need to articulate a normative 
framework to address the complex moral demands posed by the existence of child pov-
erty in an educational context.
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If, as in the first narrative, poverty is bracketed analytically outside the school, and edu-
cation is seen as a form of remedy for poverty, the analytic focus becomes how schools can 
compensate, rather than understanding the process of the construction of the injustices of 
poverty and working to enact values of justice at all levels of the educational experience.

The second narrative is associated with a wide range of work in the sociology of edu-
cation (e.g., Apple 2018; Allais et  al. 2019; Ball 2016). Here the analysis made is that 
schools reproduce poverty because of the policy frameworks and injustices of distribu-
tion inside and outside schools, the ways they interconnect, and sporadic, sometimes not 
well thought out ways of addressing this. The problem of poverty is inside and outside the 
school with significant effect on children, teachers, and families. Here there are normative 
questions about what constitutes a good education, and what forms of justice and obliga-
tions are required to secure it, but many of the studies do not engage with this fundamen-
tal dimension. For example, two of the key works that have had major influence on this 
area of scholarship—Bowles and Gintis’ study of how schools reproduce the class relation-
ships and labour market dynamics associated with capitalism, and Pierre Bourdieu’s work 
on cultural capital, schooling and social reproduction – do not engage with questions of 
what some of the positive features of education might be (Bowles and Gintis 1976, 2002; 
Bourdieu and Passeron 1990).

Research into the “pedagogy of poverty” (Haberman 2010), for example, has shown 
how access to schooling and to material resources supporting poor children’s education is 
not sufficient to address the educational disadvantages they face. Such research has high-
lighted the ways in which children living in poverty are subject to low expectations and 
particular styles of pedagogical interaction on the part of educators. Hempel-Jorgensen 
(2019) sums up this research:

The ‘pedagogy of poverty’ experienced by learners in poverty is characterised by a 
focus on discipline, low intellectual engagement and a focus on attainment in tests. 
A study conducted in England shows how this can differ significantly in schools in 
which most children are not living in poverty…. This evidence suggests that English 
schools with low-income intakes are far more vulnerable to the pressures of high-
stakes testing than schools with higher-income intakes, as children living in poverty 
are known to have significantly lower prior attainment. (Hempel-Jorgensen 2019 np)

Furthermore, a number of studies highlight how teachers’ misperception of poverty as 
caused by parents’ actions leads to negative and stereotypical behaviours which negatively 
affect their relationships with children (Schweiger and Graf 2015; Thompson et al. 2016; 
Unterhalter et al. 2012). As Treanor notes, children living in poverty express frustration at 
being shouted at in school, often for factors related to not having the correct equipment, 
which significantly affects children’s well-being, and results in progressing disengagement 
from learning (Treanor 2020: 83).

Several studies enhance our understanding by looking not just at the effects of poverty 
on children’s academic achievement, life chances, and ability to engage with pedagogical 
content, but at the affective significance of living in poverty (e.g., Aber et al 2007). Vizard 
and Hills (2015), in a comprehensive review of the social policy actions of the Conserva-
tive government in the UK from 2015 to the eve of the pandemic in 2020, note the inter-
play of many processes resulting in conditions for child poverty and poor educational expe-
riences and outcomes. These include erosion of the protective capacity of the welfare state, 
as resource, workforce and capacity pressures across public services result in a failure to 
meet needs, compromising quality, and eroding the resilience of public service to shocks. 
Thus, the widening of inequalities across multiple axes of disadvantage set conditions for 
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increasing poverty, which were to be accentuated during the COVID. This study highlights 
how it is multiple relationships in and around school that shape poverty. However, it is 
also distinctive for identifying a number of normative positions on top of securing ade-
quate funding for public services, which include strengthened social rights and account-
ability mechanisms, such as enhancing the eroded process of democratic accountability for 
schooling and developing multi-dimensional strategies for change. Vizard and Hill stress 
giving priority to the needs of the most disadvantaged and to comprehensive public action 
to reduce social inequalities, together with a new values-based approach to social policy: 
dignity and respect, recognition and valuation (Vizard 2021). This presents a wide range of 
areas for normative engagement in education, made more urgent by the COVID years.

Any articulation of a normative framework for addressing child poverty as an issue of 
justice is clearly enhanced by a more informed and in-depth understanding of the multiple 
disadvantages faced by children in poverty. However, the different ways in which values are 
articulated and understood has implications for shaping the ethical frameworks selected.

We have highlighted how two widely circulating narratives of children, education and 
poverty each tend to make the normative ethical framework to understand this process 
somewhat fuzzy. In the next section we highlight some elements from political theory asso-
ciated with the dispersed meanings of normative concern we have charted.

Political Theory and Political Imaginaries

To summarise the above discussion, our exploration has indicated that the tension between 
addressing the background structural factors that create and sustain poverty and addressing 
the immediate educational needs of children living in poverty is a constant backdrop to the 
choices and judgements made by educators.

All these discussions, as Brando and Schweiger (2019: 5) note, are philosophically rel-
evant in light of the moral questions arising from conditions of disadvantage and inequal-
ity. Normatively, ideal theories of justice, such as the prominent 1971 Theory of Justice by 
John Rawls, provide principled positions that can guide both the analysis of what consti-
tutes disadvantage and ways to conceptualise it, as well as principles that can guide a fair 
distribution of resources. Although offering also important insights for education, a thor-
ough discussion of these is not feasible in this paper.

What can be noted, however, is that while ideal theories of justice can go some 
way towards offering a normative framework within which to make sense of and guide 
such choices and judgements, they are limited in a number of ways. Firstly, they often 
universalise culturally specific models of childhood, including assumptions about chil-
dren’s agency and vulnerability. Within most work in liberal political theory, children 
are seen as young people whose capacity for moral agency in terms of self-determi-
nation, arguably an essential feature of adulthood, is not yet fully formed. They are 
therefore considered vulnerable and dependent, to various degrees, on the decisions 
and actions of adults, both within their families and other institutions, including the 
school. This, in turn, determines a duty of intervention to secure their material and 
emotional wellbeing and to defend and promote their fundamental interests, both as 
children and as the future adults they will become. Recent research on child pov-
erty and education, however, questions normative positions about the moral status of 
children as vulnerable and dependent. Researchers have argued that such normative 
positions are situated in a Western and often highly abstract conception, related to 
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the cultural and socio-economic realities of the Global North (Hanes 2019; Yasmin 
and Dadvand, 2019). Hanes (2019), for example, argues that in most of the Global 
South, children in poverty are considered autonomous and resilient agents. He also 
highlights how children whose life conditions and experiences do not conform to ide-
alized conceptions of childhood suffer from marginalization and exclusion leading, in 
some cases, to forms of oppression, such as those seen, for example, in relation to First 
Nations child removal policies in Canada or the practices of transnational adoptions, 
whereby children from minority ethnic groups were removed from their families and 
respectively placed in institutions or adopted by white families (Hanes 2019: 23, 30). 
Thus, although different models of childhood inform all theories dealing with children, 
perhaps the problematic feature of highly idealized views, abstracting from empirical 
and contextual factors, resides in how they lead to policies that, instead of protecting 
children, end up further disadvantaging them.

Indeed, the very question of why we should focus on child poverty—i.e., whether 
the moral significance of child poverty, in and of itself, is qualitatively distinct from 
the moral significance of poverty—already hints at these underlying ideas about the 
meaning and status of childhood. Thus, child poverty as a social phenomenon can 
be seen to involve intersecting normative and empirical dimensions, and educational 
questions lie at the nexus of these different dimensions.

Secondly, theories of justice often bracket out questions about the background 
political structures within which socio-economic inequality and poverty are inscribed, 
suggesting that issues of justice are best addressed within the given political sphere 
through measures of redistribution and institutional reform (see Sen 2006). While we 
do not deny the validity of this political point, we suggest that political structures and 
systems are also sustained partly through a political imaginary (Taylor 2004) which 
legitimates and normalises certain assumptions about our social and political life. For 
instance, Rawlsian theories of social justice, which have significantly informed the 
work of both political philosophers and educational theorists concerned with educa-
tional justice and equality, assume the existence of a degree of socio-economic ine-
quality. Relatedly, the assumption, that poverty is an inevitable part of social, eco-
nomic, and political arrangements, rather than the result of political choices, is a 
feature of much work within the first narrative sketched above. Education systems are 
one of the places in which this imaginary may well be reinforced, whether through 
teachers’ and administrators’ attitudinal and unconscious biases, the curriculum, peda-
gogy, or parental choices. This is not to deny, of course, that many individuals working 
within these systems recognize the needs and aspirations of children living in poverty.

We have drawn attention to some weaknesses of ideal theories of justice not to 
reject them, but to highlight the need for such critical reflection, and to illustrate how 
these theories interact in complex ways when they are brought to bear on questions of 
how to address child poverty within an educational context (Peters and Besley 2014). 
Educational spaces, our analysis has suggested, are spaces in which the complexity 
between these different models is often most clearly illustrated and where an ethical 
framework is required that holds together questions of structure, agency, facts, and val-
ues. Furthermore, as the World Inequality Report (2022) states in reflecting on some 
of the issues that emerged during the COVID years, ‘Inequality is always a political 
choice and learning from policies implemented in other countries or at other points of 
time is critical to design fairer development pathways.’
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An Ethically Informed Perspective on Child Poverty and Education

As the discussion so far highlights, questions about the interplay of education and child 
poverty, brought into sharp relief by the Covid years, are best addressed with an ethically 
informed perspective, where the normative assumptions underlying empirical research 
and complex intersections of factors, including structural, cultural, and pedagogical, can 
be interrogated and overcome. This section shows how the cluster of concepts identified 
by Robeyns (2018) as central to the capability approach offers both a normative rationale 
for evaluating the educational disadvantage associated with poverty and insights to guide 
educational practice. These insights are particularly important now, in light of the widen-
ing educational inequalities resulting from the effects of the pandemic and the limited and 
often unsuccessful measures adopted by many countries to counteract them.

As a normative framework concerned with people’s freedom to achieve well-being,1 the 
capability approach focuses on what people can do and be with the resources they have, 
and what kind of life they can truly lead (Robeyns 2017: 24). At the core of the approach is 
a conception of well-being in terms of people’s real opportunities (capabilities) to choose 
among different states and activities (functionings), those that they value (Sen 4, 1992). 
Being a pacifist, working as a gardener or participating in the life of the community are all 
examples of functionings that people may value, and capability corresponds to the set of 
real opportunities from which they can choose (Robeyns 2017).

Normatively, the approach is used to evaluate individual well-being, relative advantage 
or disadvantage, the just design of institutional arrangements, as well as social policies. 
The distinctive contribution of the approach to these evaluations resides in considering ine-
qualities and disadvantage in the space of capability, that is, in terms of limitations (or dep-
rivations) of real opportunities for well-being. Questions of justice and equality, thus, are 
best addressed in relation to the set of opportunities available to people to lead good lives.

In addition, Sen draws attention to the importance of considering people’s different abil-
ity to make use of the resources and opportunities they have, or their conversion factors, in 
the evaluative exercise of justice (Sen 1992, 1999). These different factors refer to individ-
uals’ internal features such as physical and psychological traits, as well as to factors emerg-
ing from society, for example social policies, cultural attitudes and norms, and the physical 
and built environment. A book, for instance, is a useful resource for reading, but not for a 
visually impaired person who will need a Braille version to achieve that functioning. What 
is important about conversion factors is that they provide information on where interven-
tions need to be made in order to assess people’s relative disadvantage, and to expand their 
capabilities (Robeyns 2017). At the same time, considering these factors implies a multi-
disciplinary analysis, which draws on insights from different areas such as socio-economic 
analysis, development studies, and education, to name but a few (Robeyns 2017: 36).

The above conceptual framework brings to the fore the moral dimension of poverty, and 
the multiplicity of factors that contribute to it, while providing an understanding that goes 
beyond commonly endorsed notions of poverty in terms of lack of income and external 
resources (Sen 1999). As Sen notes, different sources of deprivation may compound the 
disadvantage associated with poverty, thus making ‘real poverty … much more intense than 
we can deduce from income data’ (Sen 2009: 256). And furthermore, the understanding 

1 Amartya Sen originally formulated the approach as an alternative to predominant accounts of well-being 
based on utility (Sen 1985, 1992), while Martha Nussbaum further articulated it through a list of ten central 
capabilities deemed necessary to live a truly human life (2000, 2010).
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and remedying of the persistence of poverty can ‘both be helped by explicit consideration 
of the relation between deprivation in different spaces, especially between incomes and the 
capability to lead secure and worthwhile lives’ (Sen 1992: 9). Poverty is thus defined as a 
deprivation of capability2 (Sen 2009: 254) and identified at the level of deprivation of basic 
functionings, such as being well nourished, sheltered, healthy and, importantly, educated. 
The moral urgency of addressing poverty resides therefore in the level of deprivation and 
deep inequality entailed, as well as in its detrimental effects on overall well-being (Bur-
chardt and Hicks 2018).

As stated earlier, we believe that the conceptual apparatus of the approach thus outlined 
offers an ethically engaged rationale that brings together normative evaluation and socio-
logical and educational analysis in addressing the disadvantage emerging from the inter-
play of child poverty and education, highlighted during the COVID pandemic, while going 
beyond idealised approaches to justice too. The notion of conversion factors highlights the 
significance of taking account of existing relationships in education, while the distinction 
between capabilities and functionings helps guide practices regarding the education of poor 
children. These features, as we shall see, make the approach specifically apt to counteract 
the aftermath of the pandemic in ways that go beyond existing measures.

We begin by noting that an understanding of educational inequalities in terms of capa-
bility limitations has the normative advantage of highlighting and considering elements of 
inequality that are not readily evident if we focus only on material or educational resources, 
such as funding (Terzi 2021). If we consider, for example, the inequalities pertaining to the 
experiences of schooling faced by poor children, it seems evident that no amount of addi-
tional resources, in itself, can account for the limited pedagogical interactions related to the 
‘pedagogy of poverty’ which, as we have seen, can characterise poor children’s schooling. 
This element is best accounted for by considering the socio-cultural factors that may affect 
a child’s use of their educational resources and adults’ response to this. Similarly, the atti-
tudinal and unconscious biases of teachers towards poor children cannot be appropriately 
addressed without considering them among the socio-cultural factors that affect children’s 
learning. The capability approach does not discount the importance of resources in tackling 
these inequalities. Rather, it draws attention to how the usefulness of resources is condi-
tioned by a complex interaction of factors and how such complexity needs to be explicitly 
accounted for both theoretically and practically, in relation to appropriate interventions. 
Thus, the approach endorses the use of resources for additional training for teachers or 
public campaigns to tackle discriminating attitudes,3 for example. It is in this way that the 
process of socio-political and empirical analysis of conversion factors, which constrain or 
enlarge the capability space, becomes part of the normative discussion. These factors are 
not bracketed or treated as background, as the first educational narrative or indeed some 
ideal theories of justice seem to do but are part of the structuring of the normative frame-
work. At the same time, the inclusion of these factors within a normative terrain facilitates 
incorporating the richness of sociological approaches to child poverty within an ethical 
framework allowing for acute analysis of crises like the COVID pandemic.

This is not only a theoretical evaluative approach, but one that can be translated into 
practice too. Many scholars working with the capability approach are able to use this 
core idea to incorporate multidimensionality into normative notions, and to develop more 

2 Sen’s position has however been critiqued for obscuring material deprivation as fundamental to poverty. 
See Lister (2004), for an articulated discussion.
3 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for pressing on this point.
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nuanced evaluative approaches to assessing social relationships in fields of education, 
health, and housing, to name a few (Chiappero-Martinetti, Osmani and Qizilbash 2020). 
As much of the extensive scholarship on the capability approach and education illuminates 
(e.g., Terzi 2005; Walker and Unterhalter 2007; Hart 2012; Walker 2019), the first narra-
tive we outline, which suggests a solution of enhancing education quality inside schools, 
does not sufficiently attend to the complex intersecting ways in which inequality is formed 
both within and outside schools which the capability approach does by looking at a range 
of conversion factors.

The concept of conversion factors, which are environmental, political, economic, and 
social, highlights that the dynamics of the constraints on and expansion of capabilities 
entails normative choices and practical interventions. For example, a child needs literacy to 
enable her to access the curriculum taught at school and pass the school leaving examina-
tion. Being able to read is both a functioning and a capability. Considering environmental 
and political conversion factors brings to the fore how, even if a child can read, if no school 
has been built in her neighbourhood, or the school that is available to her is a long dis-
tance away and is staffed with teachers who lack enough experience to prepare her to enter 
the examination, do not talk her language, and assume children from her background are 
‘backward’, the child will not be able to learn. Economic conversion factors draw atten-
tion to factors such as having to do long hours of work in the home, assisting with child-
care, chores, and basic survival. Social conversion factors highlight attitudes which ques-
tion, for example, a child’s school attendance because she has ‘too much book’ and does 
not marry young, thus incurring stigma and the risk of sexual assault. These factors need 
analysis both in how relationships inside and outside the school, and their interconnection, 
are understood. The two narratives we have sketched work in opposite directions and thus 
do not foster consideration of the processes associated with conversion factors working 
together. Drawing on the capability approach, in developing a framework to analyse litera-
ture on the gendered effects of school closures and return to school after COVID, a UNE-
SCO overview report noted a wide range of conversion factors at play (UNESCO 2022).

Paying attention to conversion factors is particularly helpful in highlighting the 
increased inequalities of capabilities experienced as a result of Covid. As Anand et  al. 
(2020a) highlight, while the capability of learning has been significantly affected for all 
children around the world, existing inequalities in access to technology, parental educa-
tion, and available support have exacerbated the disadvantage of children living in poverty. 
Specific capabilities, such as opportunities for speech and language development have been 
affected, particularly in the early years and more significantly for children with special edu-
cational needs and those from the most deprived neighbourhoods (Castro-Kemp and Mah-
mud 2021). As noted above, these inequalities are the result of complex interconnected 
environmental, social, political, and cultural factors, which are foregrounded and assessed 
by the capability approach. Relatedly, the opportunities to make up for the so called 
‘learning loss’ caused by Covid differ too. And while some governments have attempted 
to address the learning loss by providing additional funding for specific programmes, for 
instance additional one to one and small group lessons or extended school time, such as 
the National Tutoring Programme deployed in England, the underlying structural social, 
economic, and educational inequalities have remained unchanged or have worsened, thus 
leading to the potential limited success of such initiatives. Consider, for example, the case 
of Janice, a year 7 student with insecure literacy skills attending a school in a poor neigh-
bourhood. Janice had problems accessing remote learning and her learning has suffered as 
a result; moreover, she does not qualify for free access to school meals and often arrives 
at school hungry. Although teachers’ intervention is crucial in providing Janice with 
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appropriate learning support, it is questionable whether such support will work, if the cir-
cumstantial factors of Janice’s situation are not addressed, and, importantly, the teaching 
and learning are based on limited notions of ‘catching up’. Through its attention to conver-
sion factors, we suggest, an approach based on capability draws much needed attention 
to the role of schools in addressing disadvantage in interrelation with policies addressing 
circumstantial factors.

Finally, we posit, the conceptual apparatus of the capability approach, and its distinction 
between functionings and capability, offers insights that may prove helpful for addressing 
the education of children living in poverty. The importance accorded by the approach to 
well being and to the opportunities to lead good lives suggests, first and foremost, a shift 
from a functionalist view of education and its emphasis on a narrow set of learning out-
comes, to a view of education aimed at the expansion of children’s capabilities. This more 
expansive view of education could, perhaps, include an expansion of the social imaginary 
associated with the dominant normative frameworks that we have outlined above. Thus, 
education is recognised as having a fertile role in enhancing children’s present and future 
well-being and providing real opportunities to develop functionings that will enable them 
to participate in the life of their communities and their broader society, and in work and lei-
sure activities (Nussbaum 2011). At the same time, education itself can be one of the ways 
in which possibilities for social change can be imagined. A number of accounts using the 
capability approach to analyse educational relationships highlight this (e.g., De  Jaeghere 
2021; Walker et al. 2022; Unterhalter et al. 2022). While not discounting the importance 
of achieving functionings pertaining to, e.g., literacy and numeracy, the approach suggests 
instead a much broader conception of education, one more akin to promoting the full func-
tionings pertaining to local, national, and global citizenship and the capacity to reflect on 
one’s values and goals and those of the surrounding society.

Moreover, the broader scope of education in relation to the expansion of capabilities is 
antithetic to any form of reductionist pedagogy, such as the pedagogy of poverty outlined 
earlier, but supports instead forms of pedagogical interaction and co-construction of the 
learning and teaching process (Brando 2020; Adamson 2021).

Lastly, the focus on capabilities, at least at the level of policy, helps unmask the inequal-
ities of children living in poverty by considering the real opportunities they have, beyond 
the actual level of functionings or learning outcomes they may achieve.

It can be seen that the capability approach provides insights that allow us to address 
the lacunae identified in the two narratives of childhood, poverty and education we have 
sketched, and which continue to inform policy after the Covid years. In the first narra-
tive the space of education is conceived as separate from the contexts of poverty, while 
in the second narrative the space of education is submerged by the structures associated 
with the perpetuation of poverty. The capability approach identifies the space of capabili-
ties as different to these conceptions. Education has the potential to be a space of capa-
bilities and  opportunities that is not separated from social conditions, as the approach 
acknowledges the salience of conversion factors. But the capability space is also not simply 
a reflection of what may be the narrow set of opportunities offered by a society that is 
structured to reproduce inequalities. The capability space may be understood as a site of 
agency and opportunity contoured by the many historical and contemporary conditions that 
shape child poverty.

An ethical framework informed by the conceptual apparatus of the capability approach 
shows how values and ideals informed by the invaluable insights provided by educational, 
sociological and empirical studies can contribute to an understanding of the complexity of 
child poverty and the role that education plays in children’s life.
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Conclusion

The Covid 19 pandemic has starkly refocused attention to the pressing and growing sit-
uation of children living in poverty worldwide. Capabilities threatened during the pan-
demic include opportunities for health, wellbeing, equity and inclusion. Work on the 
Covid pandemic and the capability approach has prompted a rich investigation of the 
ways in which institutions and innovations should be approached (Venkatapuram 2020; 
Anand et al. 2020; Ferrannini et al 2021; UNDP 2022). Our discussion has explored two 
dominant narratives about child poverty in its interplay with education and it has high-
lighted how each overlooks the complex ways in which normative values and contextual 
factors are related. The interdisciplinary conversations that enable theorists and practi-
tioners to develop adequate responses to the pressing reality of child poverty, which has 
been starkly emphasised by the recent Covid 19 pandemic, we have argued, demand that 
we adopt an ethically informed, normative position on the desirability and the feasibility 
of intervening in our educational institutions, in ways that promote people’s real possi-
bilities for leading a flourishing life. The modest, but also the possible radical potential 
of this perspective is captured in Jonathan Wolff’s suggestion that, at least in principle, 
‘it is possible to improve individuals’ opportunities, and hence their capability set, by 
doing any of three interventions: improving a person’s internal traits such as strengths, 
skills etc., or improving their external resources including income, entitlement to ser-
vices etc., and finally improving the social and cultural environment in which a person 
lives, including social policies, cultural attitudes and norms as well as their built envi-
ronment’ (Wolff, 2007, Wolff, 2020). The normative framework we have articulated is 
perhaps a first step towards such an improvement on the existing situation.
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