
Poverty in Education

Teaching students with poverty in mind.





Today’s Objectives

Understand HOW POVERTY impacts your 
students

Actionable STRATEGIES to help students in 
poverty



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y2r55tAOXAc


How Poverty Impacts our Students
78% of our students are eligible for free/reduced. 
This equates to a majority of our households with 
income less than 27k for family of 3. 

Direct correlation between 
free/reduced  and Title 1 
services. 

This is only the ones 
who actually applied!



Poverty and trauma at our school
Our school has 
highest rate of 
free/reduced in 
district.



Trauma/Neglect/Poverty
As teachers, we want to help all our students. It’s difficult when those that 
need the most help are often also the ones who give us the most trouble. 

Life experiences have taught them to be 
wary. They have limited coping skills 
to deal with everyday stressors.



Factors for Change
Think of your most challenging student 

(behaviorally)



Factors for Change
Now ask yourself to consider 
if what that child experiences 
at home could influence how 
he/she behaves in your 
classroom.



It is very difficult for students from 
families in poverty or trauma to achieve 
an adequate education. 

Why? Children who live in poverty often learn that: 

No one cares
They don’t belong
Everyone else is smarter
No one can help
They will fail
They don’t know know how to cope



Students living in poverty and Trauma Have:

FIXED Mindset

Feel helpless and want to give up 

Avoid future tasks similar to this one 

Invest little or no effort since I will not 
likely succeed 

I might consider cheating, if need be



Class RUles: How parents see the world
Children in Middle ClassChildren in Poverty

Money

Food

Clothing

Love

To be used, spent

Is there enough?

Expression of personality

Conditional, based on whether 
child is liked

To be managed

Was it liked/enjoyable?

Quality/acceptance. Label.

Conditional based on 
achievement



What does 
it look 
like?



Poverty Class RUles: How kids Respond in School
Disorgnized

Failure to 
complete 
Homework 

Physically 
Aggressive

Can’t self 

monitor 

behavior

Decide to work 
based on whether or 
not they like 
teacher

Only do part of 
assignments

Talk Back --Payne, Ruby K. Ph.D.



Stress
How are kids from LOW SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
BACKGROUND different than kids from higher SEB?

At school, 
children funnel 
their stress into 
disruptive 
behaviors. 



  Distress                            vs                          Stress
When stress is chronic, it 
becomes “distress” which is toxic.

Low-income students 
have: 

● greater stressors
● more instense stressors
● Fewer coping 

mechanisms for dealing 
with stress



Executive Function Skills
Executive Function Skills is our “Operating System.” It is how our 

brain processes our life experiences and shapes our current 

decisions, actions, and understanding of reality.

Every experience, 
positive and 
negative, will shape 
a child’s perspective 
of self and situation. 



Executive Function Skills
So when Jill is giving you the death stare, refusing to work, or shutting 
down….

Ask yourself: 

what in his life may have 
formed the belief that his 
actions are a necessary 

aspect to survival? 

Lack of food
Loneliness

Trauma
Abuse

Addition in the home
Homelessness



How do we HELP?

Adjust our attitudes

Adjust our culture

Know that we CAN help



Norms & Culture
Privilege

Each individual brings the hidden 
rules and norms of the class in which 
they were raised.

Public institutions such as schools operate from middle-class norms and 
use the hidden rules of the middle class.

These norms are never directly taught. We can address this.



Class RUles: How parents see the world
Children in Middle ClassChildren in Poverty

Money

Food

Clothing

Love

To be used, spent

Is there enough?

Expression of personality

Conditional, based on whether child is 
liked

To be managed

Was it liked/enjoyable?

Quality/acceptance. Label.

Conditional based on achievement



Language
Some of our students 
are completely 
unfamiliar with formal 
language.

How can we speak so 
they can understand?



How to address casual register speaking/writing
Have students write in casual register then translate to formal register 
(start off writing the way they talk).

Tell stories both ways - casual, and formal (Cinderella).

Use stories in math, social studies, and science to develop concepts.

Make up stories with the students that can be used to guide behavior.



Engagement
One of the key factors for helping children from poverty to succeed is 
ENGAGEMENT.

One study of almost 2000 students 
living in poverty (Finn and Rock 
1997) found that engagement was a 
key factor to student success.  -- Eric 
Jensen



Engagement
What is engagement? 
Eric Jensen defines seven factors that influence ENGAGEMENT:

Health/Nutrition
Vocabulary
Effort and Energy
Mind-set
Cognitive Capacity
Relationships
Stress Level



Engagement
As teachers, we are not in control of most of these engagement factors. However, 
we can build positive relationships with these students, which can help foster 
success. 

Ratio of Positive/Negative responses in homes living in poverty: 
Poverty: 1 to 2 Pos/Neg
Higher Income: 6 to 1 Pos/Neg



Letter to the Teacher 
from That kid



Coach helps 
homeless 
student...changes 
his life

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N9TymGZSwBk

