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It is often children and young people who are most impacted by the effects of poverty.  

Poverty is frequently unseen or unrecognised, particularly amongst children.  Anti-Poverty 

Week provides an opportunity to reflect on how we can better address this important 

issue.  

We may not think that Australia, or Tasmania, is particularly affected by poverty; yet 

recent statistics show that Tasmanian children under the age of 15 experience the 

highest levels of poverty in the country.  Almost sixteen per cent of Tasmanian children 

are deemed to be living in poverty, in contrast to just under twelve per cent nationally.1    

A Tasmanian child living in poverty is likely to live with a parent or parents who are 

unemployed, and who may not have had a positive experience of education themselves. 

They may often miss breakfast or dinner, and have physical or mental health needs 

which their parents are financially unable to meet. Given their parent’s experience of 

school, education may not be valued in the home and the child might sometimes be 

absent or excluded. They may also have to fulfil the role of carer for parents or siblings if 

their parents live with a disability or mental illness. While many Tasmanian families do a 

great job under difficult circumstances, there is a significant number for whom poverty is 

an insurmountable barrier. 

It has been an aspiration of many leaders, including Bob Hawke in that famous 

statement of his, that by 1990 that no child shall live in poverty. Unfortunately, not much 

has changed since then. In 2015 there remain far too many Australian children living at 

or below the poverty line.  The one fact that we do know about poverty is that this is not 

an easy problem to fix. This is primarily because it is so hard to know where to start. 

So what do we understand by poverty, and how do we measure its impact, particularly as 

it relates to children and young people?   

Child poverty is complex; it is often so much more than a financial status. While low 

income is often the most familiar way of describing poverty, there are other factors that 



create disadvantage.  Access to or choice of services, exclusion because of distance or 

lack of transport, unsafe living conditions and poor housing all contribute to what we 

understand as poverty.  Studies overseas and in Australia have, unsurprisingly, found 

that with increased levels of disadvantage experienced in the family, the outcomes for 

children deteriorate rapidly.  Children in poverty are at greater risk of chronic health 

problems, developmental delays and learning difficulties, mental health problems, and 

injuries.  Many grow up to face life long unemployment or underemployment, earning 

very low wages, thus further compounding generational poverty. We all want better than 

this for the children of Tasmania. 

So this begs the question, ‘What can be done?’  

Problems such as poverty are frequently referred to as ‘wicked problems’, in that they 

often defy attempts at addressing them. However, recent studies have identified specific 

contributing factors to poverty that can be better addressed to achieve measurable 

results.   A national study to map youth poverty and social exclusion has shown that 

family education levels strongly relate to the level of poverty experienced by children. 

This fact shows us where we need to focus our efforts and where we can start to make a 

difference. 

I have great cause for optimism that it is indeed possible to improve all children’s access 

to and participation in education here in Tasmania.  In my conversations with children 

around the state, many children have expressed the view that how their families value 

education has had a significant impact on their appreciation of education. As such, this is 

not an issue that is the sole responsibility of teachers, schools or the Education 

Department.  To be effective, services and programs need to work at changing the value 

families place on education, ensuring day care centres become early childhood 

education centres, improving children’s engagement with the schooling system, working 

towards the elimination of school exclusions, increasing our support for at risk children 

and families,  better supporting children with disabilities to more fully engage in 

education. 

We know that education is the key to making a difference.  For example, research has 

shown that investing in early education has significant lifelong benefits; with strong 

evidence showing that these benefits grow exponentially throughout a person’s life. 

What we don’t yet have a good idea about is what kinds of disadvantage are being 

experienced in what parts of the state and to what levels. While programs need to 

encompass the needs of all children, families and communities in order to be effective, 

they must also be equitable and proportionally directed and scaled to the level of 

disadvantage experienced.   

I believe that in 2015 we as the Australian community are fortunate to have many more 

answers to what is needed to address childhood poverty than Bob Hawke had 25 years 

ago.  If education levels in Tasmania remain the same, we can, with a degree of 

certainty, expect that another generation of children will experience poor health and 



developmental outcomes. But if we continue to collectively address the factors that 

contribute to improved educational levels it is indeed possible that Tasmania’s 

educational outcomes can exceed national levels. 

I have been impressed with the genuine commitment of so many teachers I’ve met over 

the last 12 months to making a positive difference in their students’ lives that extends 

well beyond the classroom. All endeavours by those currently involved in ways to improve 

educational engagement and outcomes are to be commended. The Government’s clear 

commitment to prioritising this issue deserves the support of the Tasmanian community. 

Overarching this issue is the need to put the best interests of the child at the centre of all 

policies and services. Education is a fundamental right – as much as safety, freedom and 

a caring home environment.  And with reference to child poverty, it is now widely 

accepted that education is an important means for escaping poverty.  
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