
 

TANF: A Lifeline for Children in Poverty 

 

DC is a tough place for our most vulnerable children left behind by the recent economic 

recovery. More than 1 in 4 DC children live below the poverty level – that’s about $24,000 a 

year for a family of four.i  Children in wards 7 and 8 are especially hard hit, where half of all 

children live in poverty and too many somehow survive in families with virtually no income.ii 

 

Family economic stability is not just good for DC’s economy – it’s the key to children’s success. 

For families who struggle to put food on the table and keep the lights on, TANF is a lifeline that 

blunts the most severe impact of poverty on their children. 

 

Children Growing Up in Poverty: 
 

Experience more toxic stress 

The effects of poverty, including housing instability and food insecurity, cause toxic stress. 

Toxic stress can rewire a child’s brain, disrupting their ability to succeed in school and in life, 

while increasing the likelihood of low educational achievement, unstable employment, poverty 

as an adult and involvement in the criminal justice system.iii Children experiencing toxic stress 

are also more likely to have emotional and behavioral disorders.iv 

 

Start school behind their classmates 

The impact of family poverty on the development of infants and young children is startling – 

they are less likely to be read to by their parents, spend less time talking to adults and hear 

significantly fewer words each week than other children.v As a result, low-income preschoolers 

are less likely to be able to recognize letters and count to 20. That means they start kindergarten 

already behind their classmates – and these learning gaps widen over time. 

 

Are less likely to graduate from high school 

One study found children growing up in poverty were nearly twice as likely to enter adulthood 

without finishing high school.vi And the earlier a child experiences poverty, the less likely they 

are to graduate. The odds of completing high school are cut by a third for infants and toddlers 

who grow up in poverty compared with children thrust into poverty later in life.vii 

 

Are hungry and have poor health 

Children growing up in poverty are five times more likely to have poor health – and their health 

complications from conditions like asthma are worse than other children.viii Many also go 

hungry, resulting in lower reading and math scores, greater physical and mental health problems, 

and higher incidence of emotional and behavioral problems.ix 

 

TANF blunts poverty’s effects on children: 
 

Increasing a family’s economic stability leads to long-ranging, improved outcomes for children. 

Studies find increasing a family’s income, even by a small amount, improves outcomes for poor 

children – including better health and school achievement in the short-term and better chances of 

economic self-sufficiency as adults.x xi By increasing economic stability, the TANF program’s 

modest cash assistance is a life-line that improves children’s well-being, now and into the future. 
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