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Introduction  

Poverty is a prominent concern in our society, and one that spills over into our schools and 

affects the way students learn, think and problem-solve. More than one in five children live in poverty in 

the United States, and more than two in five children are living in low-income households (Reeves, 

2003). Women and children in single-mother families have even higher rates of poverty with almost 75 

percent of these children living in poverty, while 30 percent of children living in married-couple families 

live in poverty (Reeves, 2003).  

When our students live in poverty, there are many ways in which this impacts their lives. 

According to Eric Jensen (2009), “Chronic exposure to poverty causes the brain to physically change in a 

detrimental manner.” This is why schools are struggling with effectively educating these students. 

Because of the experiences and conditions poverty presents, including emotional and social challenges, 

health and safety issues and acute chronic stressors, these students must be taught differently. It is 

important to note that they CAN be taught and they CAN be successful. The brain is designed to adapt 

from experience, so we know that it can change and develop for the better, and we, as educators, are 

faced with the task of determining HOW (Jensen, 2009). 

Why do we talk about race when we are examining the impact of poverty? In 2010, 47 percent 

of Native American children, 39 percent of Blacks, 35 percent of Hispanics, 14 percent of Asians and 12 

percent of Whites were poor (Reeves, 2003). In addition, more than 80 percent of Black and Hispanic 

children living in single-mother households were living in poverty. The racial and socioeconomic 

disparities in academic achievement, otherwise known as the “achievement gap,” exist pervasively in 

schools across this country (Lavin-Loucks, 2006). “Predicated on race and class divisions, the 

achievement gap is part of a larger legacy that intertwines individual and family resources with school 

quality, social capital and educational opportunity” (Lavin-Loucks, 2006). Although there is much 

disagreement about whether the fault lies with the failure of families to provide enriching 

environments, poor quality schools or policies that seem to ignore the institutionalized racism, 

segregation and funding inequities among schools, one thing we do know for sure is that poverty and 

the resulting achievement gap is a complicated issue with many interrelated factors. 

Although early childhood education is known to be one of the most powerful ways to minimize 

the achievement gap, other than Head Start programs designed for at-risk youth, enrollment by minority 

children in preschools is much lower than for white students. Children living in poverty are also much 

less likely to attend center-based early childhood programs, with 47 percent attending these programs 

versus 59 percent of those above the poverty line. Poverty impacts preschool enrollment and 

contributes to math and reading achievement gaps that already exist by the time a child enters 

kindergarten (Lavin-Loucks, 2006). 

This research brief provides a summary of research and best practice in terms of what schools, 

teachers and administrators can do to improve educational outcomes for students living in poverty. In 



seven domains, specific strategies are listed along with explanations and practical examples. Any one of 

these strategies can be examined in much more depth, and resources and authors are cited so you can 

pursue ideas that are of interest to your school. 

 

Traditional Urban Pedagogy 

According to Haberman (1991), there are a set of core functions that constitute traditional 

urban teaching within a system that is designed to support these functions. “The authoritarian and 

directive nature of the pedagogy of poverty is somewhat deceptive about who is really in charge. 

Teachers seem to be in charge, in that they direct students to work on particular tasks, allot time, 

dispense materials, and choose the means of evaluation to be used.” However, the reality is that 

students actually control, manage and shape the behavior of their teachers by rewarding them 

(complying) and punishing them (resisting). In fact, teachers are sometimes more like “hostages 

responding to students’ overt or tacit threats of noncompliance and ultimately, disruption” (Haberman, 

1991).  

The consequences of the achievement gap are dismal. The gap in student achievement often 

leads to a disproportionately high dropout rate and is highly correlated with drug use and other 

delinquent behaviors. Lower academic outcomes for minority students and those living in poverty are 

not just about school, but a gap in access to many of the positive life outcomes that all humans deserve. 

There are enough examples of successful schools that have overcome the achievement gap – it is a very 

difficult and complicated goal, but not impossible (Kannapel & Clements, 2005)! 

 

Curriculum  

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING Students may be asked to select a topic of interest for independent 
study or research, then decide what materials will be needed, how to 
plan their time in order to meet a deadline, then decide how the 
information will be displayed and presented to their classmates. 
Students learn how to make decisions and become invested in their 
learning by actually designing a project themselves and following 
through with all necessary steps from beginning to end. These are 
excellent life and career skills (Reeves, 2003; Haberman, 1991). 

EXTENDED TIME There is an abundance of data that indicate the achievement gap 
widens the most during the summer months while students living in 
poverty experience summer slide and other students attend enriching 
camps and family vacations. Students living in poverty benefit from 
more time with curriculum through an extended day program, 
summer program and possibly a longer school year (Reeves, 2003). 
 

CROSS-DISCIPLINARY 
INTEGRATION 
 

Any time we can integrate cross-disciplinary subjects including music, 
art, physical education, technology and world languages, students are 
more likely to be engaged and experience deeper learning (Reeves, 



 
 

2003). 
 

RIGOROUS CURRICULUM 
AND PRIORITY STANDARDS 

Implementing a rigorous curriculum with a focus on priority standards 
is essential.  Rather than moving through all of the learning standards 
at a quick pace with equal emphasis on everything, teachers should 
focus more heavily on priority standards and take time to reteach 
those students who did not achieve mastery of the material and offer 
extensions to those who have mastered the content (Reeves, 2003). 
 

RELEVANCE TO STUDENTS’ 
LIVES 

Curriculum should be taught via discussion about issues that students 
view as relevant to their lives (e.g., censoring of the school 
newspaper, dress code, a racial incident, cyber bullying) (Haberman, 
1991). 
 

  

Assessment 

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

COMMON FORMATIVE 
ASSESSMENTS WITH 
INFORMAL DATA SOURCES 

Frequent common formative assessments by teachers are important 
so that the penalty for poor performance is not a low grade and lack 
of knowledge about a given unit. Instead, a low score on a formative 
assessment leads to multiple opportunities to improve performance 
and master content. These formative assessments should be 
developed by teachers and administered often (weekly), and should 
include “informal assessments” such as writing samples, exit tickets 
and “Do Now” quizzes at the beginning of class (Reeves, 2003). 
 

MULTIPLE OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Important learning occurs when students are given the opportunity 
to revise, correct and improve one’s work. In the work world, the 
successful completion of any piece of work is rarely achieved on a 
first attempt. In accordance with Carol Dweck’s growth mindset 
(Dweck, 2006), students can learn that continuing to polish a piece of 
work or make corrections to a test is not a punishment, but an 
opportunity to excel (Reeves, 2003; Haberman, 1991). 
 

 

Instruction 



 

In his book, Engaging Students with Poverty in Mind, Eric Jensen (2013) makes five recommendations for 

engaging students living in poverty: 

Additional best-practice strategies related to instruction are: 

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

EXAMINE DIFFERENCES 
AMONG PEOPLE 

For example, the wealthy and the poor, the young and the elderly, 
highly educated and poorly educated people. This discussion helps 
students to understand the world around them and the relationships 
that exist among people (Haberman, 1991). These holistic 
instructional strategies teach character building, honesty, 
responsibility, respect and many other societal norms. 
 

MAKE CONNECTIONS Help students to see the big picture, make connections to prior 
learning and to the world they live in. Key concepts must be made 
meaningful and relevant in order for the best learning to occur 
(Haberman, 1991). 
 

EXAMINE AND DISCUSS 
STUDENTS’ VALUES, BELIEFS 
AND EXPERIENCES 

Help students build character by allowing them multiple 
opportunities to examine how they feel about various ideals such as 
war, the environment and human relationships, and how these ideals 
compare with the reality of their own lives. Through a process of 
drawing out one’s values, beliefs and experiences, engagement and 
genuine learning occur (Haberman, 1991). Culturally responsive 
instruction draws meaningfully on the culture, languages and 
experiences that students bring to the classroom which has been 
shown to increase engagement and academic achievement, 
especially for African American students (White, 2009). Thinking 
about how we can acknowledge and build upon the strengths that 
students already possess can be a very effective strategy. 
 

 

1. Upgrade your attitude – use affirmations and positive language, use occasional 

small engagers and give yourself permission for a new idea to fail 

2. Build relationships and respect – share a bit of yourself each day, respect your 

students and upgrade your interactive language 

3. Get buy-in – pique kids’ interest by starting a competition, lower the stakes and 

encourage students to use their imaginations 

4. Embrace clarity – use fewer words, say what you DO want from students, and 

give clear directions 

5. Show your passion – stay active, vary your tone of voice and be positive 



HANDS-ON LEARNING Allow students to be actively involved in doing, constructing and 
building by designing projects and experiments that will help them to 
reinforce and refine their knowledge of the required learning 
standards (Haberman, 1991). 
 

REAL LIFE EXPERIENCES Plan for students to incorporate learning from real-life experiences 
such as field trips, interactions with community members, internships 
and field experiences. Real world experience can be more educational 
than traditional classroom learning, provided the experiences are 
combined with reflection (Haberman, 1991). For example, some 
research describes teachers who took students to visit nursing homes 
and homeless shelters, then had discussion about how the decisions 
one makes today have an impact on the future. Students indicated 
that they were not aware of how homeless people lived and that 
people actually “got that old” (White, 2009). 
 

HETEROGENEOUS 
GROUPING OF STUDENTS 

Heterogeneous grouping of students (different cultures, abilities, 
even ages) is beneficial so that students can learn from others’ 
various differences and strengths. If done properly, grouping can 
enhance students’ self-esteem and self-concept. This is so crucial 
because when minority students exhibit negative attitudes about 
themselves and their lives, this tends to have a negative impact on 
achievement (White, 2009). Students who may be reluctant to ask a 
teacher for help will sometimes feel more comfortable asking a peer 
during group work (Haberman, 1991). Many schools that have 
successfully implemented cooperative learning have experienced 
overall improvement in academic achievement, behavior and 
attendance, self-confidence and school satisfaction (White, 2009). 
 

FOCUS ON SKILLS With a focus on skill-building, rather than intelligence, students learn 
that skills are developed over time with hard work and perseverance. 
Often, students believe that some kids are smart while others are 
not. Teachers can begin the process of addressing this negative self-
perception by maintaining a focus on skills and practice so that 
students can see that their goals are attainable. (White, 2009) 
 

 

 

Learning Environment and Discipline 

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

UNDERSTAND THE IMPACT 
OF CULTURAL INFLUENCES 

There are cultural influences that must be acknowledged and 
addressed within the classroom. Often, minority students are 
exposed to an “oppositional bias culture ideology,” where students 
who are getting good grades and conforming to the school culture 
are socially excluded by their peers (White, 2009).  
 



CREATE A SAFE LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT 

School safety is also an important factor that must be addressed. If 
students don’t feel safe in school, they are distracted and unable to 
learn in the classroom. For example, a student who feels that school 
is a dangerous place is more likely to focus on ways to protect himself 
than on learning (Reeves, 2003). 
 

INCORPORATE SOCIAL AND 
EMOTIONAL LEARNING 

Before we can make students, we must first make people. But people 
are not made, they are nourished and grown (Haberman, 1991). 
Social emotional learning and cognitive skills must be a constant 
priority as they are the foundation for all academic learning. 
 

DEVELOP POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS BUILT ON 
TRUST WITH STUDENTS 

Schools that serve as models of high achievement for all students 
have teachers who maintain control by establishing trust and 
involving students in meaningful activities where they can exercise 
choice and take ownership of their learning, rather than imposing a 
neat system of classroom discipline (Haberman, 1991). Developing 
positive relationships with students is heavily cited in the literature as 
one of the most meaningful actions teachers can take (Kretovics, 
Farber & Armatine, 2004).  
 

 

 

Collaboration with Parents 

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

CONDUCT FOCUS GROUPS 
WITH PARENTS 

“Parental participation and social support is fundamental to 
educational success” (Lavin-Loucks, 2006). So, how do we draw 
reluctant parents who may have had negative experiences in school 
themselves, into a collaborative relationship with the teachers and 
with the school community? Issues are often complex and deeply 
rooted, so a good place to begin is by holding a series of focus groups 
with parents in order to gain a deeper understanding about where to 
begin. Focus groups conducted by researchers at the Aspen Institute 
(2011) revealed that despite economic hardships, parents still had 
high expectations and dreams for their children, and their 
commitment to education as a pathway to those dreams was 
consistent (Mosle & Patel, 2012). 
 

UNDERSTAND BARRIERS TO 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT 

It is important for teachers and administrators to acknowledge and 
understand all of the many reasons why parents may be reluctant to 
get involved with the school. There could be an attitude of mistrust 
between parents and school staff. Certain cultures have a reluctance 
to question authority or advocate for their children (Smith, Stern & 
Shatrova, 2008). Parents’ work schedules or lack of transportation 
may get in the way of school activities. Parents may be unsure about 
what they can do to help their children, and they may not know how 



to help. Language can also be a significant barrier when English is not 
spoken at home. If we can understand what may be getting in the 
way of parental involvement, it is more likely that we can implement 
successful solutions that remove barriers. 
 

MAKE PARENTS FEEL 
WELCOME IN SCHOOL 

What measures are you taking, as a school, to make parents feel 
welcome? Do the principal and teachers communicate with parents 
the importance of the parents’ role as a partner in their children’s 
education? When possible, is written communication sent home in 
languages other than English? When a large portion of the school 
population speaks a language other than English, it would be 
beneficial to explore the possibility of the school offering English 
language instruction after school for parents (Smith, Stern & 
Shatrova, 2008). 
 

ADDRESS RACIAL AND 
ETHNIC BARRIERS 

Some schools have used a study circle to bring together diverse 
members of the school community such as parents, teachers, 
students and administrators in order to address racial and ethnic 
barriers. By using a trained facilitator for their meetings, the school 
was successful in building trusting relationships with parents which 
had a positive impact on student achievement (White, 2009). 
 

 

 

Administration 

STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

MAXIMIZE USE OF HUMAN 
RESOURCES 

Teachers should be carefully assigned to courses that align with their 
college preparation (same subject of study). Recognize the value of 
every adult in the system including lunch aides, bus drivers and 
janitors who all play an important teaching role (Reeves, 2003). 
 

SUPERVISE AND OFFER 
FEEDBACK ON INSTRUCTION 

Learning walks are an effective way to supervise instruction. By taking 
daily walks into classrooms, administrators can make informal 
observations of teachers and offer more frequent and meaningful 
feedback about instruction (White, 2009). 
 

HOLD HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
FOR ALL 

“Principals of successful schools believe that students, regardless of 
race or income, can meet high expectations and standards of 
achievement” (White, 2009). 
 

 

 

Central Office Policies and Systems 



STRATEGY EXPLANATION AND EXAMPLES 

EFFECTIVE RECRUITMENT, 
HIRING AND ASSIGNMENT 
STRATEGY 

As part of a research study, eight highly successful high poverty 
schools in Kentucky were studied to determine what they were doing 
right. One common element in all eight schools was an effective 
recruitment, hiring and assignment strategy for teachers that was 
implemented at the central office level (Kannapel et al, 2005). 
 

SYSTEMATICALLY 
RESTRUCTURE THE SCHOOL 

Systematically restructuring schools in a way that facilitates a closely 
knit, family atmosphere through smaller learning communities has 
been shown to be effective. Other research-based support structures 
that have effectively narrowed the achievement gap are 
interdisciplinary teaching teams, common planning time for teachers, 
looping and flexible scheduling (Kretovics et al, 2004). 
 

EFFECTIVE USE OF TIME “Many of the most successful schools reported that they had to 
sacrifice time allocated to every other curriculum area except 
reading, writing and mathematics. Nevertheless, more than 80 
percent of the 135 elementary schools in the study improved in 
science scores” (Reeves, 2003). Research indicates that devoting 
more time to reading comprehension and non-fiction writing at the 
elementary level, even if it means spending less time on social 
studies, has a positive impact of students. According to Reeves 
(2003), even with less time spent on social studies and science, 
students’ scores actually increased. Students’ improved ability to read 
and understand the questions helped them to perform better on the 
assessments. 
 

 

 

Conclusion 

Poverty is not going to be eradicated any time soon. Schools must adapt and change in order to 

meet the learning needs of all students. We cannot depend on expensive curricula, elaborate 

technology and proprietary systems to save us from the achievement gap. The solution lies in the 

collective work of teachers, students, parents and leaders collaborating in a consistent and focused 

manner. This complex task requires the creative use of time and tapping into all of the available 

resources, both school staff and community and business partners. Narrowing the achievement gap is 

clearly possible, but requires the patience and persistence of all involved. These changes do not happen 

overnight, so setting small, short-term, attainable goals can help schools to take specific action steps 

and measure progress along the way. The impact of a positive school experience on a child lasts a 

lifetime. 
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