
 Poverty matters in every 
aspect of school children’s 
lives. Poverty impacts 
children’s physical, intellec-

tual and social development, safety 
and security, educational experi-
ences, and even life chances and the 
opportunity for adult success. 

Poverty matters when it comes to 
the basics of food, clothing, shelter 
and a host of other conditions like 
physical and mental health. Poor 
children suffer more pre-mature 
deaths due to low birth weight and 
neighborhood violence. Children’s 
brain development is hampered in eco-
nomically stressed social environ-
ments, and obesity is rampant due to 
food scarcity leading to the early onset 
of diabetes and other health problems. 

Children living in poverty are 
more likely to contract asthma, 
dental decay, and cardiovascular 
disease. In fact, children living in 
poverty are less likely to experience 
a nurturing childhood, eat healthy 
food, exercise in a safe neighbor-

hood, avoid crime, violence and 
drug abuse, access high-quality 
health care, or attend a quality 
school.

 | Poverty and Children’s Life 
Chances

The American dream is that anyone, 
even children born in poverty, can 
succeed. Recent research and the devel-
opment of large demographic databases 
suggest that the dream is alive but strug-
gling. Two trends emerge: (1) the great 
recession has increased child poverty and 
(2) the segregation and isolation of poor 
children in specific schools has increased.

Although the national and state 
economy are recovering from the 
great recession, child poverty is still 
increasing. According to the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, in 2005, 19 
percent of children lived in poverty, 
in 2011, 23 percent lived in poverty.  
According to the Wisconsin Poverty 
Report, about 25 percent of children 
in Wisconsin live in families consid-
ered poor. The Wisconsin Depart-

ment of Public Instruction also 
reports that the percent of students 
eligible (185 percent of the federal 
poverty level) for free and reduced-
price school meals increased to 43.3 
percent for the 2013-14 school year, 
up 13.8 percentage points from the 
2003-04 school year.  The impact of 
child poverty in America and Wis-
consin is real, disturbing and can no 
longer be ignored.

A 2013 study by the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation finds “some 
modest but hopeful signs of recovery 
and improvement for the condition 
of children after many years of 
calamitous economic trends.”

The life chances of children in 
America is now a “mixed bag” with 
more children living in poverty and 
in high-poverty neighborhoods, and 
more children living in single parent 
families; but academic achievement 
and graduation rates have improved, 
more children have health insurance, 
the rate of childhood deaths has 
declined, there is less drug abuse, 
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             “The test of our progress is not whether  

we add more to the abundance of those who have much;  

                it is whether we provide enough for those  

                                             who have too little.”

                                                    — Franklin D. Roosevelt
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As described in this article, 
public school districts across 
Wisconsin are facing an 

increasing number of students from 
low-income families each school year. 
Wisconsin school districts are working 
hard to provide meals, resources and 
support to these students while 
striving to provide a high-quality educa-
tion for all students.

In the Milwaukee Public Schools 
(MPS), poverty has been one of the 
biggest challenges standing in the way 
of student achievement. The district 
has been focused on providing stu-
dents resources and meals so that 
they can learn in the classroom.

This school year, MPS took a big 
step forward in helping all students by 
participating in the Community Eligi-
bility Program (CEP), which will provide 
all MPS students breakfast and lunch 
at no charge regardless of family 
income. Last school year, 83 percent 
of MPS students were eligible for free 
or reduced-price lunch, which is close 
to double the state average. This 
school year marks the first year Wis-
consin schools are eligible to partici-

pate in CEP, which allows a school (or 
an entire district) that serves mostly 
low-income students to participate in 
the national School Lunch Program 
without having to fill out applications 
for each household.

“Having every student come to 
school well-nourished and ready to 
learn is absolutely critical to students’ 
well-being — and it’s critical to our 
work to improve student outcomes,” 
MPS Acting Superintendent Dr. Dari-
enne Driver said. “Children who are 
hungry can’t concentrate on learning. 
They’re focused on their hunger. We’re 
proud to help lead the effort to ensure 
that doesn’t happen.”

A recurring theme among school 
districts with a high-percentage of 
students from low-income families is 
providing free meals at school. William 
Fischer, who is superintendent of both 
the White Lake School District and 
Elcho School District, listed a number 
of resources and support his districts 
provide to students in need. At White 
Lake, students receive free breakfast 
and lunch no matter what their family 
income and at the Elcho School Dis-

trict, all students receive breakfast. 
Both districts absorb the cost of the 
free meals.

“We think it is important that every 
child has a good nutrition plan,” 
Fischer said. “It is certainly important 
to their learning.”

The districts offer support in many 
other ways: waiving fees for field trips 
and after-school programs for families in 
need; collecting school supplies at the 
start of each school year; and working 
with local businesses to gather boots, 
hats, and coats for the northern Wis-
consin winters. The districts provide 
other services as well. Once a year, the 
White Lake School District purchases 
new books and students select books 
to take home. The district also has a 
regular story hour for three-year-olds in 
another effort to build literacy skills and 
get parents to read to their children.

“In the smaller communities with a 
number of low-income families, the 
school becomes much more than 
teaching and learning,” Fischer said. 
“We’re providing resources and help 
so students can be successful in the 
classroom.” n

School Districts Working to Help Low-income Students

and teen births have decreased. 
Bill Bishop, a journalist and 

author of The Big Sort:  Why the 
Clustering of Like-Minded America 
is Tearing Us Apart argues that 
“Americans are increasingly segre-
gating themselves into places where 
they can surround themselves with 
people like themselves.”  

The “Dividing Lines” series in the 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel earlier this 
year documents the political and social 
self-segregation in Wisconsin. Reporter 
Craig Gilbert wrote, “Milwaukee’s 
fault lines are unusually sharp, but 
they echo broader patterns in Amer-
ican politics, including the ‘sorting’ of 

many places into red and blue strong-
holds — along racial, urban-suburban 
and other dividing lines.”

A study led this year by Harvard 
economist Raj Chetty suggests that life 
chances depend on where you live. 
Upward mobility is greatest in the 
western states and least in south-
eastern states. Wisconsin, with the 
exception of southeastern Wisconsin, 

enjoys about average upward mobility. 
Mobility is greatest in cities like San 
Jose and San Francisco and least in 
Milwaukee and Charlotte. Areas with 
upward mobility tend to be more 
integrated, have better equality, better 
schools, greater social capital and 
more stable families.

In Wisconsin, poor, black and 
Hispanic students are concentrated 

9%  students from low-income families

54%

College Graduation Rates

students from high-income families

“In the smaller communities with a number of low-income families, 
the school becomes much more than teaching and learning.”

— William Fischer
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in southeastern Wisconsin. A Uni-
versity of Wisconsin study found 
that within Milwaukee County, 
overall poverty rates ranged from 
about 8.6 percent in one south-
western sub-county area to 41.6 
percent in the central city of Mil-
waukee in 2012, suggesting a signifi-
cant segregation of the poor and the 
rich within Milwaukee County. 

The differences in child poverty in 
Milwaukee were even larger, ranging 
from 2.3 percent in northwestern 
Milwaukee County to over 53 
percent in central city Milwaukee. 

Around 83 percent of the Milwaukee 
Public Schools students are eligible 
for free and reduced-price lunches. 

Furthermore, Milwaukee is sur-
rounded by wealthy suburban coun-
ties to the north and west, where 
overall poverty rates are also notably 
below the state average (e.g., 
Waukesha County at 4.5 percent 
and Ozaukee/Washington counties 
at 4.9 percent). 

The dramatic difference in 
poverty rates represents a significant 
segregation of the poor in Mil-
waukee and the rich in surrounding 

suburbs. The increased segregation 
of low-income families effectively 
results in the re-segregation of public 
schools in both Milwaukee and the 
surrounding suburbs.

 | Poverty and Education
The impact of poverty on children 
and learning is real and devastating. 
The brains of children in deprived 
environments develop differently. 
Stress associated with socioeconomic 
deprivation influences behavior, 
learning and educational attainment. 

A 2014 study found that by age 

Wisconsin ranks 12th overall in child well-being,  
but dead last in life chances for black children. S
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three, children growing up in low-in-
come families hear 30 million fewer 
words than their more privileged 
counterparts. High-income families 
spend $7,500 more per child  
annually on education enrichment 
activities outside of school than 
low-income families. In the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
only 14 percent of fourth-graders in 
high-poverty schools performed at 
or above “proficient” compared to 
50 percent in low-poverty schools. 
The college graduation rate for 
children from high-income families 
is 54 percent but 9 percent from low- 
income families. Clearly, poverty and 
achievement gaps are closely related. 

 The Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction now publishes 
School Report Cards for the 2,111 
public schools throughout Wisconsin. 
A comparison of schools significantly 
exceeding expectations (highest rating) 
with schools failing to meet expecta-
tions (lowest rating) clearly demon-
strates the devastating impact of 
poverty on school quality. There are 
58 schools identified in the 2012-13 
Wisconsin School Report Cards rated 

as failing to meet expectations. These 
so called “failing schools” average a 
poverty incidence rate of 90.4 percent. 
There are 86 schools identified as 
significantly exceeding expectations.  
In these excellent schools, the average 
poverty rate is 18.86 percent, about 
one quarter of the failing schools 
poverty rate. In the Wisconsin Public 
School Report Card system, poverty 
matters.

 | Fixing Education to  
Fix Poverty

Too often, educators, board 
members and even the general public 
view education as the panacea for all 
social problems. Education is part of 
the answer to child poverty, but also 
part of the problem. 

As poverty increases so must 
educational resources for poor chil-
dren. Poor children need quality day 
care and preschool experiences, 
extended school days and summer 
school, and high-quality teachers 
and principals. After the great reces-
sion, the national and state response 
to poverty made the problem worse. 
Blaming and labeling high-poverty 

schools as failing didn’t fix child 
poverty or raise achievement.

Inequitable school funding 
systems that are insensitive and 
unresponsive to the educational 
needs of poor children didn’t 
improve high-poverty schools. 
Cutting school budgets inequitably 
by reducing state aid to high-poverty 
districts more than to low-poverty 
schools did not attract more experi-
enced teachers to high-poverty 
schools. Funding vouchers and 
school choice programs instead of 
day care, preschool, summer school, 
extended day and tutoring programs 
for poor children did not improve 
achievement in high-poverty schools. 
Ignoring the health, safety, and 
developmental needs of poor chil-
dren growing up in high-poverty, 
high-crime, segregated neighbor-
hoods will not better prepare them 
for success at school or in life.

Schools did not create poverty 
and schools can’t fix poverty. In a 
recent working paper written for the 
National Bureau of Economic 
Research, the authors concluded, 
“While we find no effect for children 
from non-poor families, for poor 
children, a 20 percent increase in 
per-pupil spending each year for all 
12 years of public school is associ-
ated with nearly a full year of com-
pleted education, 25 percent higher 
earnings, and a 20 percent reduction 
in the annual incidence of poverty in 
adulthood.” 

Increased spending can make life 
better for an economically disadvan-
taged child and that difference can 
be maintained throughout the life of 
the child and into adulthood. 

A 2011 cost benefit analysis of an 
early intervention program for low- 
income children age three to nine in 
Chicago found every $1.00 invested 
returned $8.24 to society in increased 
earnings and tax revenues and 
decreased criminal justices system 
costs. As these studies indicate, 

After the great recession, the national and state response  
made the problem worse.
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 What Can You Do?
What can schools and school board members do to address poverty and 
provide equal opportunity to all children? Here are some recommendations:

1. Ask questions. School board members and educators should question 
whether or not low-income children are achieving as well as other students 
and if they are receiving adequate funding relative to other students. Find the 
achievement and funding gaps in your local district.

2. Reinvest in public education.  Spending per pupil in Wisconsin is down 
$1,038 from 2008 for the 2013-14 school year (Cap Times, June 26, 2014).
The cut in education spending is second only to Alabama. It is time to restore 
the almost $1 billion cut from education during the great recession.

3. Fix Wisconsin school finance to direct restored funding to meet the educa-
tional needs of children living in poverty.  The State Superintendent’s Fair 
Funding proposal is a good place to start the discussion for a more equitable 
state funding system focused on equal opportunity for all children. 

4. Intervene early.  Early intervention pays significant dividends with increased 
learning that is maintained into the later grades.  School boards can support 
evidence-based early intervention programs such as 4K programs, all-day 
kindergarten, quality summer programs, extended school day, tutoring or 
intensive reading and math literacy intervention in the early grades, and small 
class sizes in high-poverty schools.

5. Limit the segregation and isolation of poor children. Upwardly mobile com-
munities with diverse schools and neighborhoods provide the social capital 
needed to support all children both in and out of school. State government 
and local school boards can promote school choice policies, school and district 
boundaries and transportation policies that limit the segregation and concen-
tration of poor children in the school house.

increased money allocated to low- 
income children can increase school 
performance and life chances for poor 
children. If we truly believe in equal 
opportunity for all students, then we 
must also fund needed educational 
opportunity for poor children. Poverty 
matters, but so does money. 

 | Conclusion
Wisconsin citizens are justly proud of 
perhaps the finest public educational 
system in the world. But Wisconsin public 
schools will only remain great if we 
acknowledge the impact of poverty in 
education. Poverty matters and it is time 
to act to restore equal opportunity and 
educational excellence for all children as 
part of our Wisconsin tradition. n
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