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Many of the children you will encounter as a CASA volunteer will be living at or below the 

poverty level. Developing a better understanding of the realities of poverty will assist you in 

being a better advocate. 

Keep in mind, knowing people’s socioeconomic status – like knowing their race, ethnicity, or 

other group membership – does not necessarily mean you can predict their attitudes or 

behavior, or their long term fitness as a parent. Knowing their socioeconomic status does help 

you better understand their life experience, specifically some of the hardships they face. 

While abuse and neglect occur in families at all socioeconomic levels, poor children are more 

likely to come to the attention of the child protection system. This happens for a variety of 

reasons. One reason is that middle- and upper-income families have access to many more 

resources within their families than do poor people. Even though family crisis, including abuse, 

happens at all income levels, it is poor people who often have to turn to the system for 

support. For those in poverty, initial contact with “the system” is usually for reasons other 

than abuse. The contact may be about accessing medical care, food stamps, housing, etc. Once 

this contact is initiated, these families are communicating with many “mandated reporters,” 

increasing the likelihood that issues of child abuse and neglect will be investigated. 

Poverty causes great stress in families. Because of this stress, poverty itself is a risk factor, 

which increases the likelihood of both immediate and lasting negative effects on children. It is 

important to recognize, however, that poverty is not a causal agent of abuse. Most poor 

parents do not abuse or neglect their children. 

Children living in poverty are more likely to: 

 Have difficulty in school 

 Become teen parents 

 Earn less, and be unemployed more, as adults 

 Receive a sub-standard education and other preparation needed to obtain well-paying 

and upwardly-mobile employment 
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Poverty in the first years of life can have critical consequences. Research in brain 

development shows the importance of the first years of life for a person’s overall emotional 

and intellectual well-being. Poor children face a greater risk of impaired brain development 

due to their increased exposure to several other risk factors, including: 

 Inadequate medical care 

 Inadequate nutrition 

 Inadequate housing or housing insecurity 

 Exposure to environmental toxins (because of where they live) 

 Low-quality daycare 

Volunteers who advocate for children coming from poverty have a unique opportunity to 

effect outcomes which counterbalance such early childhood disadvantages. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: National CASA Volunteer Curriculum Pre-work Handouts, Ch4, p2 

http://nc.casaforchildren.org/files/secure/training/preservicecurriculum/4_pre_handouts.pdf 


