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What is Poverty? 

Poverty is defined as a lack of monetary resources necessary to meet basic needs such as 
food, clothing, and shelter. It’s a pervasive problem, has immediate consequences for 
children, and is associated with physical, emotional and mental health issues that persist 
into adulthood. Living in poverty can make it increasingly difficult for children to focus on 
school.  
 

The Census Bureau uses a set of income thresholds to determine the federal poverty level 
(FPL). These thresholds vary by family size, and as of 2025, the 100% FPL for a family of four is 
$32,150. This is calculated by comparing a household's income relative to the amount of money 
required to cover basic needs, taking inflation levels into account. Poverty rates typically refer to 
the percent of the US population that falls below the 100% FPL threshold.  
 

Though the FPL can be helpful, it is not capturing all the families who need assistance, even 
considering 150% and 200% FPL households. These guidelines can make it difficult for 
low-income families to qualify for SNAP, school lunch programs, or Medicaid. This is also 
impacted by misreported data, with the 2018 census suggesting that the US census failed to 
count almost 1 million children younger than 5. Historically, the Census tends to miscount 
low-income and immigrant families, misrepresenting these communities most often. Not only do 
these miscounts skew society's view of poverty, but it underfunds vital social services that rely 
on accurate reporting. 
 

Students from low-income families often attend underfunded or high-poverty schools and 
therefore have access to fewer of the resources they need to mitigate the effects of poverty. 
All children deserve a high-quality, equitable education and the opportunity to reach their full 
potential. This is a critical issue concerning children’s health, safety, and growth, and it must 
be addressed in the context of public education. 
 

US Poverty Rates​ ​  Federal Poverty Levels from 2018-2024 
Census data from 2024 shows  
a decrease in the poverty rate 
compared to previous years, 
at 10.6 percent nationally, or  
35.9 million people.  
 

 
 
 
The Future of Poverty 
Poverty was affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, and the expiration of support measures 
following the “return to normal life.” During the pandemic, there was an expansion of 
unemployment insurance, support programs like SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program) and Child Tax Credits. This support helped to decrease both poverty and the 
inequality in rates between different races and ethnicities, temporarily lifting many families out of 
poverty.  
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Research suggests that support for families who can’t afford the basics is crucial to harness this 
progress. Now that the pandemic is behind us, US poverty levels are on a slight decline, likely 
due in part to lingering effects of support during the pandemic. Yet trends indicate that this 
progress will soon come to a halt. The 2025 federal spending plan, H.R.1, called the “One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act” is projected to have a devastating impact on low-income families. 
 

Urban vs Rural Counties 
Explained well by the Borgen Project, “Urban and rural poverty have their complexities. Rural 
poverty is more hidden and persistent within the countryside community, while urban poverty is 
more visible and acute.” According to the most recent data from the Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey, poverty rates are 15.4% in rural/non-metro areas, compared to 11.9% in 
metro areas. Even with a major decrease in the gap between urban and rural counties in the 
1960s, poverty has remained consistently higher in rural areas. 
 

Child Poverty 
As of 2023, 11 million children in the United States lived in poverty, with the rate being 1 in 6 for 
children under five, the highest of any age group. The rate of children in poverty has nearly 
tripled, jumping from 5% in 2021 to 13% in 2024.  
 

Racial Inequality 
Poverty rates are consistently higher for non-white communities. Research from the NIH 
suggests structural racism has impacted poverty through redlining, housing and education 
opportunities, gentrification, and mass incarceration. It’s important to understand the impact that 
these factors have on poverty discrepancies. Looking through a lens of education, in 2021, the 
percentage of students in high poverty schools was highest for students of color. 
 

It’s also important to note that rates are even higher for children of color. Looking at poverty 
rates for 2024, 1 in 10 white children lived in poverty. Compare this to: 

●​ Over one 1 in 5 Hispanic or Latino children 
●​ Over 1 in 4 American Indian/Alaska Native children 
●​ Nearly 1 in 3.5 Black or African American children 

By looking at both age and race as factors in poverty, we see the rates go up across the board. 
 

Poverty Rates by Race: United States vs North Carolina (2024) 
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It’s important to note that North Carolina’s poverty rate for Hispanic and Latino communities is 
4% higher than the national rate. 
 

North Carolina Statistics 
In 2024, 12.5% of North Carolinians lived in poverty. It’s higher for children (16.2%) because of 
childcare costs, labor policies, and low public spending. As of 2024, 
NC is 15th in the nation for child poverty.  
 

1 in 5 North Carolina children live in a food insecure household.  
                    
Poverty Percentages for North Carolina Counties  
The poverty percentage value represents the percentage of the residents in each county whose 
income falls below 150% of the poverty line 2019-2023. Camden County has the lowest poverty 
rate (10.4%) and Robeson County has the highest poverty rate (43.3%). Find the interactive 
chart here and scroll over each county to find its poverty rate. 

 

NC Child Health Report Card 
The NC Child Health Report card is a report, published biannually by NC Child and the North 
Carolina Institute of Medicine, that tracks child health and well-being by analyzing births, care 
access, home security, and health risks. 

●​ Over 50% of children have trouble accessing the mental health support that they need. 
●​ The ratio of school psychologists and social workers to students is at quarter of the 

recommended level. 
●​ Infant mortality rates are nearly 1.5 times higher for Hispanic children and nearly 3 times 

higher for Black children. 
●​ There has been a nearly 10% decrease in low-income households in the past decade. 

 

Impact of Poverty 

Poverty is associated with a myriad of things, such as food insecurity and hunger, lack of 
childcare access, unsafe neighborhoods, below average housing, and under-resourced 
education systems.  
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●​ Food insecurity can impact all aspects of child development, having negative impacts on 
social, cognitive, and physical growth. It also leads to poor overall health, reduced 
immune system strength, and increases internalization of mental health issues. 

●​ Almost half of rural NC citizens live in a childcare desert. 
●​ Low-income neighborhoods tend to lead to increased exposure to environmental 

hazards, and adverse or violent experiences. 
Poverty has a particularly consequential impact on children, as it can impact development, 
leading to “mental health issues, poorer cognitive development and long-term health problems.”  
 

How does poverty impact a child's school performance? 
The stress of food insecurity, lack of healthcare access, and adverse experiences that come 
with living in poverty can impact a student's focus and performance. Students from 
impoverished areas often lack resources, such as high speed internet, to help with homework. 
Overall, students from lower-income families tend to have worse academic outcomes. They also 
tend to drop below high-achieving academic thresholds at higher rates than their wealthier 
counterparts. 
 

Lower school performance is seen at higher rates in communities of color. Students living in 
near-poor areas attend more segregated schools with less qualified teachers and resources. 
Specifically, Black children who are just above the poverty line experience limited access to 
quality education and therefore limited economic mobility. This highlights another example of 
structural racism as a driving force for persistence of education and poverty inequality. 
 

How does poverty impact North Carolina schools? 
The Leandro case focused specifically on funding for schools in rural NC. Public school funding 
is partially based on property taxes in the given county, so rural schools receive less funding per 
pupil in counties such as Hoke and Cumberland. The case stretched for over 30 years, with the 
hope that a plan would be implemented to provide adequate funding to rural public schools, and 
provide a “sound, basic education” as promised in the NC constitution. The case has finally 
ended as of April 2nd, 2026, and the counties cannot refile this lawsuit in the future. In short, 
living in higher poverty areas in North Carolina has a direct impact on public school funding, and 
the dismissal of Leandro kills this attempt to bridge funding and resource gaps in public schools. 
 

Conclusion 
The effects of childhood poverty can last a lifetime. Understanding the impact that poverty can 
have on young students' health, wellbeing, and academic journey is imperative. Our state needs 
to prioritize the support of low-income and impoverished schools to ensure that all students are 
receiving the support they need to be successful. 
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