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Abstract

The achievement gap in American schools between middle class students and
students from poverty is well documented. This paper outlines the findings of a study
designed to explore the experience and conscientization of struggling students from
poverty. The argument will be made that poverty can be viewed as a culture and that this
view may shed significant light on the dynamics of the achievement gap. Further, using
the construct of poverty as a culture provides real life applications that have the potential
to impact the achievement gap. The study explored the lived experiences in a public
school setting of intermediate students from poverty, hoping to capture their voice and
insights. The research utilized a Critical Pedagogical Approach to attempt to understand
why American schools struggle with these populations and what could be done to address

the achievement gap.
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Chapter One
Introduction

The Issue

Background

Having reached the twenty-first century, it is disappointing that poverty continues
to be a pervasive problem in the United States. Approximately 15 million children under
the age of eighteen in the United States live in poverty (a family of four making less than
$24,0036 in 2015), representing 21% of all children (National Center for Children in
Poverty, 2017). This rate has fluctuated between 15% and 23% over the last 40 years
(Ratcliffe & McKernan, 2010). If we consider those not only in poverty but also those
falling into the low income category (a family of four making less than $48,072 in 2015),
43% of all children come from economically disadvantaged homes (National Center for
Children in Poverty, 2017). Low income is defined as those who make less than double
the federal poverty guideline, the average income a family needs to meet their basic
needs. (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2017.) For the purposes of this paper,
“poverty” will be used to refer to generational poverty, rather than a temporary financial
situation some families might find themselves in after the loss of a job, for
instance. Thomas-Presswood and Presswood (2008) state, “Poverty has a harmful effect
on families and children, especially children’s physical, social-emotional, and educational
development” (p.3). Poverty can be found in every race and ethnic background, but is

distinctly more prevalent in culturally, ethnically and linguistically diverse families.



Poverty and education have a confounding effect on one another. Those with low
education levels are more likely to be living in poverty and those children who come
from poverty are less likely to find educational success (Thomas-Presswood &
Presswood, 2008). This achievement gap is one of the most pressing educational
concerns of our day and is well documented for students from poverty as well as a
number of minority populations (Madhab, 2006; Carpenter, Ramirez & Severn,

2006). While some seem to think these gaps occur because of some deficiency in the
family, many believe that the public school system perpetuates this cycle by not
adequately addressing the needs of children who are not from the majority culture

(Beegle, 2003).

Significance of the Issue

Although schools have long known that children from poverty struggle to be
successful, with the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), an update
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), schools were held more
accountable than ever before for the performance of these students (Menken, 2006;
Viadero, 2007). Now, not only were the students deemed to be failing, but so were the
schools themselves. This act required schools to report on designated subpopulations of a
school, including economically disadvantaged, limited English proficiency, students with
disabilities and various race/ethnicity groups. If the subgroups did not meet adequately
yearly progress, schools could be penalized, which could include the loss of federal
funds. Although there are many critiques of the No Child Left Behind Act, the focus on

subpopulations brought the low success rate of these groups into society’s awareness



(Viadero, 2007). Schools have not necessarily found better solutions for how to help
these special populations, but interest intensified as federal funds and consequences were
tied to student performance (Menken, 2006). The federal government then offered both
incentives and punishments based on schools’ or districts’ achievement of meeting these
standards (Brown & Clift, 2010). Among those incentives were the attachment of
adequate yearly progress status to federal funds and the public reporting of the status of
individual schools and districts. If a school failed to meet adequate yearly progress over
a period of years, students were then allowed to choose other schools to attend (Brown &
Clift, 2010).

The 2015 version of the ESEA, called the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),
acknowledges some of the unrealistic elements of NCLB, but “maintains an expectation
that there will be accountability and action to effect positive change in our lowest-
performing schools, where groups of students are not making progress, and where
graduation rates are low over extended periods of time” (Department of Education,
2016).

While there are other subpopulations that are also likely to struggle to meet
adequate yearly progress, the focus of this paper is on those from poverty or those that
fall into the reporting category of economically disadvantaged.

With all the focus on accountability and student achievement in recent years, it
seems that schools are working hard to find ways to improve student
performance. Menken (2006) claims the benefits that could be drawn by greater attention

and effort on behalf of the special populations may, unfortunately, be undone by the



edicts of specific types of instruction, whether they have been shown to be effective with
these populations or not. Much of what happens in education is politicized, and reforms
end up reflecting the political biases of the recent political administrations (Au & Apple,
2010). While NCLB gave more focus to the achievement gap issues and forced schools to
be aware of their performance with subpopulations, it also had a number of deleterious
effects. Au and Apple (2010) contend that “NCLB imposed a rigid system of high-stakes
test-based accountability on public school that has created massive amounts of failure”
(p. 421). Au and Apple point out that there is no evidence that all of this testing has led
to any improvement in educational achievement for children, but there is ample evidence
that the pressure of these tests is changing education in other ways including increasing
teaching to the test, ignoring non-tested content areas, focusing on students with certain
scores to improve statistics, and even cheating.

School personnel often react to the statistics and test results without a full
understanding of the complexity of the issue. As with many aspects of the NCLB act, it
outlined the standards that needed to be met for language learners and other subgroups,
but it did not outline or mandate how children should be taught. School personnel were
free to rely on best practices and make their best professional judgments. Often teachers
and superintendents react to low performance as a need for remediation, which then
usually translates into direct instruction models (Menken, 2006). Concerns about the
direct instruction approach and underlying learning theory will be discussed in the section

called Typical Approaches to Addressing the Achievement Gap.



ESSA is designed to give states more flexibility in setting student performance
standards and school ratings. In addition, states have more control over student
identification for interventions and the type of interventions that are implemented
(Department of Education, 2016). It is hard to say what the effects of the revised
legislation will be on schools and students. It is hoped that now that the performance of
subpopulations has been brought to the forefront, the field of education will continue to
closely examine the effects of any reforms on not only students overall, but also
specifically on the populations that have struggled to find success within our school
systems.

While there has been much written on poverty in general and how students from
poverty perform in schools, there has not been much written about the students’
experiences in school. Some reflective pieces have been done of adults looking back and
analyzing their school experience (Beegle, 2003), but there is little that includes the
voices of students as they are in the school system. Similarly, transformative experiences
of college age students, student teachers, or other adult populations have been examined
(Martin, 2008), but the experiences of younger students, when the disenchantment with

schools is likely to begin, is missing from the literature.

Personal Significance
While these issues are critical for schools, they also have great meaning for me in
my professional life. For many years as a kindergarten teacher, I have observed students

from poverty come to school and struggle to find success. Later in my career I became



an ESL (English as a second language) teacher and I began to believe from my
experiences that coming from poverty made a greater impact than being from a language
diverse home, although, being both from a language diverse home and from poverty
seemed to compound the negative effects. My desire to understand these students’
personal situations and how to help them navigate the school system to be able to use
education to their advantage has become a lifelong pursuit for me. It is my hope to find
answers that contribute to teachers’ understanding of poverty and what role we can play
in helping students to find success.

Finally, and the deeper underlying reason for being in a doctoral program in the
first place, these issues are very personal for me. I myself was a student from poverty. I
am number six of seven children and the first to graduate high school. I am the only one
to go on to college (although I now have one sister with an associate’s degree and another
in a community college program at the age of 50). Now I have my master’s and am
working on my doctorate. This is an unheard of level of education in my family. It
affects the role I play in the extended family and, to some degree, how I am perceived by
my siblings and their children. I have looked for the patterns and events that allowed me
to be successful in school while most of my siblings were not able to do this.

More importantly, my mother has nineteen grandchildren from these seven
children. Only two have college degrees and one of these wasn’t until he was almost
thirty. We easily have more felony convictions than diplomas in our family. Most of
these nineteen grandchildren have children of their own, the oldest is twenty-six and the

youngest is a few months old, thirty-one in all. Some of these seem to be headed down a



more middle class path, but many of them have the potential to be the next generation in
our family for whom school is a struggle or even to be the next ones arrested. Both the
grandchildren and great-grandchildren are beautiful, precious beings born into our family
who I will watch grow up and make their way through life. I NEED to understand how
generational poverty has affected our family and in so doing, I have hopes that I will also
understand enough to be able to help the students who come through the doors of my
school to be successful not only in completing at least high school, but also to find
success in their adult life. It is obvious to me that the way schools have always done
things is not sufficient to change the course of life for most students from poverty. I want

to find other ways.

Purpose of the Study and Research Question
«  What can be learned when students from poverty who are not finding success in
school engage in reflection about the school experience?
«  What happens in the intersection of school, home and student when the home
culture does not match the school culture?
Do upper elementary students (grades three through five) have the ability and
awareness to analyze how being from poverty impacts their early education
experience? Are these students able to see any differences in how they are experiencing
school compared to their more affluent peers? Do students from poverty feel that the staff
has a realistic view of their lived experience? In addition to the students’ perspectives,
teachers’ perceptions of students from poverty will also be explored. How do teachers

make accommodations for these different experiences or situations? Or, do they make



accommodations at all? Do teachers feel they should? What role do the students’
families play in the home to school connection? What messages are they giving their
children about the value of education? How do families understand their role in relation
to their child’s education? Finally, could a transformative experience be developed that
would allow the school system to become transparent and malleable for students from
poverty? Is it possible through experiences and discussion for students to make
conscious choices about how they will proceed in their educational career? If students
were to make these conscious choices would that be reflected in their school
performance, helping them to become successful students?

Before attempting to answer the research questions, a careful review of the history
of poverty and public education was made. Literature that relates to the achievement gap
and approaches that have been used to address this gap, including a look at the
terminology “the culture of poverty” to determine how it may, or may not apply to this
discussion, has been examined. Finally, conscientization and critical pedagogy have also

been reviewed.



Chapter Two

Literature Review

The History of Poverty in American Schools

Public schools are designed to provide education to a wide range of
students. According to Tozer, Violas, and Senese (2002) the mission of public schooling
has stretched to include a wide array of students over time. Historically, U.S. schools
were designed to give the basics of reading, writing and arithmetic to young
children. Others saw the mission of public schooling in a more political light. Public
schools, according to Katz (1995) were first formed to address a number of societal
issues in the mid nineteenth century. During this time there was a major shift in the types
of work people did. Before this time, the U.S. was largely agricultural with families
educating children primarily at home, with only the wealthy sending their children to
formal schooling. Historically, youth became apprentices around the age of 14, which in
effect moved the authority over them from their parents to their new household or mentor
until they were old enough to marry and start their own families. There was always a
plan in place for where youth were supposed to be or what they were supposed to be
doing (Katz, 1995).

With the industrial revolution, this dynamic changed. Adults left the farms and
moved into cities to work in factories. By this time there were a number of public
schools for younger children, but children tended to leave once they were of working age

to help support the family. In some cities there became a great concern over the idle



youth. Too old to attend schools as they were then designed, and too young to enter the
job market, they spent their days in idleness and congregated on street
corners. Schooling was seen as a way to productively fill the time of these young people
as their parents joined the workforce (Katz, 1995).
Particularly for the children of poor families and immigrants, schools were seen as

a vehicle to teach middle class, U.S. values and practices. Quoting the 1858 Boston
School Committee on its mission, Katz (1995) writes, “taking children at random from a
great city undisciplined, uninstructed, often with inveterate forwardness and obstinacy,
and with the inherited stupidity of centuries of ignorant ancestors; transforming them
from animals into intellectual beings; giving to many their first appreciation of what is
wise, what is true, what is lovely, and what is pure.” (p. 104). There was a fear that
“Lower class urban families, who failed to implant earnestness and restraint in the
character of their children, were breeding grounds for paupers and criminals.” (p. 104).

One could argue that the underlying lack of respect for the value of what families
might have to offer their children and the arrogance of the school system, while likely to
be stated in more politically correct terms, remains as an underlying attitude today. One
way that researchers are currently studying the disconnect between schools and children
from poverty is through Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital. Dumais (2005) summarizes
Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital explaining that cultural capital is a resource that
people use to receive and maintain power and privilege. Cultural capital is apparent when
students interact with their teachers and use the language appreciated by teachers, and

families act and think in ways that are rewarded by the educational system. This might
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be by volunteering at school, following through on homework routines, or attending
conferences. A lack of recognized cultural capital may lead to families and students
feeling uncomfortable in the school setting, students having low educational expectations
for themselves or difficult communication between teachers and those of lower classes.
In this view, schools become an institution that serves to reproduce social

inequalities. Researchers (Weininger & Lareau, 2003; Horvat, Weininger & Lareau,
2003) have been able to document the differences in the way that children from middle
class or upper class experience school compared to those from the working class or
poverty.

Weininger and Lareau (2003) wrote about the social class differences apparent in
the interactions during parent teacher conferences. They were able to detail marked
differences in both the quality of information and the sense of authority that was given to
parents from a middle class background as compared to those from working class or
poverty. In essence, the teachers interacted with the middle class parents in more
deferential ways. It was also apparent that parents from middle class were more able to
direct conversations and obtain services for their children, as well as feeling more
comfortable critiquing the services of the teacher and school.

Further, Horvat, Weininger and Lareau (2003) documented the ways parents from
different social classes deal with problems at school. Here again, there were distinct
differences in the types of communication both on the part of the parents and the part of
the school. Parents from the middle or upper classes tended to rely on a network of other

parents to bring pressure to bear on the school if a problem arose, expecting a noticeable
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response from the school. Working class parents and parents from poverty went to the
school and expressed concerns but tended to do so as a lone parent and did not
necessarily hear back from the school. These groups tended to rely on relatives or
neighbors for information and advice, while those from the middle class tended to have
professionals in their network that they could ask questions when problem situations
arose. Interestingly, these authors found that race, while playing a role in school issues,
was less of a determining factor of how things were likely to be handled than was social
class. Once again we see the subtle differences in the ways that the children from
different social classes experience school and how schools interact differently depending
on the social class of the family.

Katz (1995) further claims that in the mid nineteenth century, public schools
became a way for society to deal with what were seen as the troubling issues of
immigration. The goal was to take the uneducated, un-American immigrants and turn
them into acceptable citizens through years of public education. In the 1920’s there were
Americanization laws in place and classes to teach adults the “American way of life”,
including how to cook and raise children (Ullman, 2010). Again, while more current in
our politically correct language, some of these same fears of immigrants and cultural
diversity remain in our systems today. A few years ago, there was a bill to be voted on
in Oregon that would limit the amount of time a student could stay in a native language
classroom (Bonczijk, 2008). While this bill did not pass, over 44% of voters in the state
of Oregon supported the bill and some counties had the majority to pass the bill. Voters

all over the state were asked to make this decision without necessarily having any
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background knowledge that would help them understand the complexities of this issue,
relying instead on the current national trend to be wary of foreigners and to
unquestioningly promote the “American Way”. Since 9-11, a nationalist movement has
built momentum including a growing negative attitude about immigrants (Esses, Dovidio,
& Hodson, 2002). The 2016 presidential election has further highlighted the polarization
of this issue. While this may not seem to be directly related to poverty status, there is
considerable overlap of poverty, minority status, immigration status and being a speaker
of a language other than English that makes a challenging situation even more complex.
While much has been written on the achievement gap between the races or the
performance of ESL students, here is the crux of the situation for comparing English
language learners and children from poverty. When English language learners do not
come from poverty, they are more likely to have home experiences that support the
school’s vision of a competent student. They are more likely to have been to the library
or a museum or on vacation. They are more likely to have had conversations around the
dinner table or preschool experiences, similar to those of other middle class
families. They are more likely to have books and writing supplies in their homes
(Krashen & Brown, 2005). This then leaves them only with the English language to
master, which they tend to do relatively quickly. It is when English language learners are
also from poverty that students not only have to master the English language, but also
have to backfill many life experiences that allow them to understand the teaching of the
schools. Unfortunately, because of our current system of categorizing students for

services, all too often we may not be aware that the students who are truly at risk are not
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the English language learners, but the English language learners who are from poverty
(Krashen & Brown, 2005). Those English language learners who are not from poverty
take a few years, often much less time, to learn a new language and then continue on their
academic way. However, when English language students are also children from
poverty, then the lack of life experiences valued by school systems may continue to
impede their progress even if their English speaking skills are in place. A similar
examination of children of color and children from poverty would need to be made to see
what percentage of low school achievement can be explained by the overlap of minority
status and poverty status.

Katz (1995) notes, “Notice a missing goal among the original purposes of public
education: the cultivation and transmission of cognitive skills and intellectual abilities as
ends in themselves. Public schools systems existed to shape behavior and attitudes,
alleviate social and family problems, and to improve poor people and reinforce a social
structure under stress” (p.110). These school reformers in the nineteenth century set
schools up to be the solution to all of our social ills and a key component of promoting an
American society. Schools have regularly been criticized for falling short ever since.

It is somewhat surprising and a little disheartening to see how long researchers
have been working on the subject of students from poverty and the lack of significant
gains. A book written in 1967 by Gottlieb and Ramsey, Understanding Children of
Poverty, was written as one in a series of books to apply current research to the study of
the U.S. education system. Other than a noticeable difference in the language used to

describe certain populations, the underlying concepts and theories were strikingly similar
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to resources written much more recently. Some of the concepts explored in the book are
the lack of support for education in the home of those from poverty, a lack of knowledge
and experiences that can be accessed for use in the schools, and a disconnect between the
schools and students from poverty. For example, Thomas-Presswood and Presswood,
writing in 2008, acknowledge this same disconnect. By 2008 the acknowledgement that
there is a disconnect between school and home has evolved to the expectation that
teachers should bear the onus to meet families on their ground, examining their own
cultural identities and assumptions, but Thomas-Presswood and Presswood (2008) offer
this as a recommendation for what schools can do to support students from poverty rather
than suggesting that these ways of interacting are already in place.

Other suggestions for improvements were also found in other places, sometimes
under other names. For instance, Gottlieb and Ramsey (1967) recommend providing
instruction that had relevancy for students from poverty. This also shows up in Thomas-
Presswood and Presswood (2008), although they contend that it is critical to provide
additional experiences to broaden their experiences of the world. Another suggestion by
Gottlieb and Ramsey (1967) was to allow students to be able to monitor their progress
and have help in goal setting. Thomas-Presswood and Presswood (2008) address this by
recommending that students need to be taught how success in schools happens, and that
learning involves effort and preparation. Gottlieb and Ramsey (1967) present the idea of
using an advisory model that closely aligned a knowledgeable staff member with a
student to help them set goals, monitor their progress and listen to their concerns. Today

we call this approach “mentoring”. Although this book from 1967 spoke more openly
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about the race issues involved in teaching children of color (more specifically black
children), it acknowledged that most teachers come from the middle class and don’t tend
to have a clear understanding of how to help students from poverty. Even the issues
about IQ tests being middle class oriented and therefore biased were addressed. One
might have expected to see an underdeveloped theory or old ideas that had since been
debunked. Instead, many of the ideas in the literature today were being written about in
1967. Which raises the question, why haven’t we made more progress in reaching the

students from poverty in our public schools in over 40 years?

Typical Approaches to Addressing the Achievement Gap

This participant researcher suggests that the learning theory most commonly used
in the public school system is one based on some version of Behaviorism. Whether that
takes the approach of John Locke’s Atomistic Model (Phillips & Soltis, 2004) and his
idea of a blank tablet, Freire’s concept of the banking model (Freire, 1970), or direct
instruction models that rely on stimulus and response (Kim & Axelrod, 2005), these
theories assume that what children bring to the learning situation beyond their mental
capacity is largely insignificant. In this view, teachers and a carefully planned, sequential
curriculum are the focus and students are responders that are directed by behaviorist
techniques. From this theory, there is little need to evaluate children’s prior knowledge,
interests or learning style, relying on the scripted curriculum to address any discrepancies
in background knowledge (Kim & Axelrod, 2005). The goal is to pour into their brains
the carefully planned information determined by the district and/or the curriculum
development company. With this thinking, it seems that the any experience that does not

16



mesh well with school expectations could be seen as debris to be ignored or deleted if
possible. Even heritage languages may be seen as taking up too much space or as a
messy obstruction that needs to be navigated in order to put the preferred English in place
in a neat and orderly fashion (Lee & Oxelson, 2006). When children from poverty are
approached from this theoretical view, they seem to have little to bring to the educational
setting. Their natural intellectual ability will serve them well, but the majority of their
home experiences will be seen as unfortunate or even competing against the school
agenda. One common view of children from poverty is simply that there has not been
enough experience to benefit them in school. The home experiences of children in
poverty might be seen as unfortunate and better to be rid of so they can be overwritten
with experiences and learning of more value (DeVol, 2005).

How people believe that learning happens affects a myriad of decisions made
within the school, whether consciously or unconsciously (Carnine, 2000). With all the
attention the No Child Left Behind Act brought to children from poverty and the
accompanying threat to schools not meeting adequate yearly progress, schools have
been struggling to solve this puzzle of how to help these children perform well on
standardized tests (Menken, 2006). Under this pressure, it seemed that more and more
educators and schools abandoned alternative theories of learning and relied on a direct
instruction model to teach children specific skills or bodies of knowledge (Menken,
2006). According to Kierstead (1985), this approach tends to use large group instruction
and the teacher controls the content, pace and sequence of instruction. What the learner

brings to the situation is viewed as less consequential. From this narrow base of testing
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for discrete skills or specific knowledge, decisions are made about groupings,
remediation, special supports, and whether to refer for special education. When
deficiencies are identified, the structure is one of the first elements to be examined and
modified (Bolman & Deal, 2003). Often this leads to looking for a different curriculum or
additional specialization rather than alternative approaches such as examining the culture
or climate of education.

In addition, the recent trend in education has been to rely on purchased curricula
that often have scripted lessons designed to teach children content and skills. However,
there are concerns that these materials developed by curriculum companies often target
the middle range of students and do a poor job of addressing the needs of minority
students (Hammond, 2016). Further, these curricula may have token components aimed
at language learners or ethnically diverse learners, but rarely bring students from poverty
into consideration.

Further, even with all of these concerns, and with data to show education has not
been “reformed” by these mandates, conservatives continue to push for more stringent
reforms such as merit pay for teachers tied to student performance, school vouchers and
more charter schools (Peterson, Finn, & Kanstroroom, 2011). In this type of a political
climate, it is critical to have research that explores the experiences of the disenfranchised
populations and how today’s education is impacting them. While politicians, business
representatives and even the general public debate how public education should be

conducted to address the achievement gap between the middle class and those from
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poverty, this participant researcher would argue that it is important that we hear the

words of those in poverty first hand.

Alternative Approaches

Katz (1995) points out that at different points in the political pendulum poverty
has been addressed in more direct ways. He suggests that President Johnson’s War on
Poverty was much more successful than it might at first appear from our historical
vantage point. While of course poverty in the United States was not eradicated, Katz
(1995) argues that significant gains were made with programs like Head Start,
Community Action Programs and expanded welfare programs. He also argues that these
changes happening at the same time as the Civil Rights Movement made significant
changes for people of color. Katz (1995) points out that progress was made for families
living in poverty, but the political wind changed and subsequent federal government
administrations moved away from investing so deeply in the needs of those in
poverty. Others also agree that one viable approach to supporting students in poverty is
to deal directly with the issue of poverty in society.

Berube (1984) analyzes effective schooling in the United States and Cuba during
the era of the Effective Schools Movement. After summarizing the history of education
and the urban poor, he goes on to focus on the 1980’s and efforts at that time to
determine what allows some schools or programs to be successful with poor students in
the face of statistically overwhelming failure rates. Berube then examines the schooling
system in Cuba and the Literacy Campaign that was undertaken in that country shortly
after the revolution that put Fidel Castro in power. He concludes his book with
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recommendations that are based on lessons he learned from his Cuban experience. He
suggests that the U.S. could learn from Cuba how to more effectively involve both
student and parent organizations in the running of schools. Berube feels that student
leaders and parental organizations have the potential to be partners with administrators to
work to improve promotion and discipline. He also believes that the U.S. school system
would best be served by significantly more control at the national level. He states that
the current system under the control of individual states and communities serves to
maintain the inequality of resources and a lack of consistent expectations for what
schools should achieve. Berube thinks the national educational system of Cuba is more
efficient and organized than ours. His final suggestion is that educators need to see that
education and politics are inexorably linked. He sees it as inevitable that educational
reform and social reform happen simultaneously and that as a society we should be
working to eradicate poverty altogether.

Beyond the calls for educators to work with others to attack poverty on a societal
level, some focus more on what can be done specifically in schools, including efforts by
individual teachers to make a difference for their students. One of these approaches is to
look at poverty as a culture and to consciously change the way we interact with students
to create a more culturally responsive classroom environment. Robles de Melendez and
Beck (2007) use the definition of culture as “the ways and manners people use to see,
perceive, represent, interpret, and assign value and meaning to the reality they live or
experience” (p.46). An individual’s cultural identity is the interplay of a number of

different variables including ethnicity, language, socioeconomic level, gender and
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educational background. Robles de Melendez and Beck (2007) also state, “Culture
diversity denotes contrasts, variations, or divergences from the ways of the mainstream or
majority culture” (p.7). Tatum (1997) also discusses the elements that make up one’s
cultural identity. She points out that every individual has multiple identities some of
which are dominant, or, systematically advantaged by society, while others are targeted,
or systematically disadvantaged. These authors (Robles de Melendez & Beck, 2007;
Tatum, 1997) assert that cultural identity is often narrowly defined and that those
identities that are often “othered” are those that are different from the dominant norm. “In
American, this norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual,
christian, and financially secure” (Lorde as cited in Tatum, 1997, p. 22). With this
definition of culture, we find that coming from poverty can be seen as a culture, in the
same way that one’s ethnicity, religion, or gender might be seen as a culture. Ruby
Payne (1996) suggests that students from poverty are a distinct culture and professionals
should find ways to encourage them to take an additive approach, learning the middle
class culture while maintaining the home culture and relationships. Payne suggests that
teachers could work with students in poverty the way other authors suggest working with
ethnically and language diverse families. Because it is an underlying basis for this
research and because there is such strong criticism of the concept of a “culture of

poverty” in the literature, this idea will be discussed in greater detail.
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Poverty as a Culture

According to Gorski (2008), the term “culture of poverty” came from a book
written in 1961 by Oscar Lewis called The Children of Sanchez. Gorski (2008) claims
that Lewis suggested that there was a universal culture of poverty that included
approximately fifty attributes. He also briefly mentions the research that was sparked by
this book. Gorski states, “These studies raise a variety of questions and come to a variety
of conclusions about poverty. But on this they all agree: There is no such thing as a
culture of poverty. (p.32)”

Other authors (Rogalsky, 2009; Pinto & Cresnik, 2014) also critique the claim
that poverty might be a distinct culture. Rogalsky (2009) interprets Lewis’s theory as
positing “that the poor remain so low because their lives and behaviors are determined by
and adapted to poverty (p. 198).” She further states, “This theory claims that the poor
share a common culture with low expectations and negative attitudes and
behaviors.” Pinto and Cresnik (2014) say of Lewis’s theory, “Based on the study of
small communities, this research was erroneously used to suggest a single, negative
‘culture of poverty’ (p.44).”

Osei-Kofi (2005) specifically critiques Payne’s work, 4 Framework for
Understanding Poverty (1996), and claims that, “By dehumanizing families living in
poverty through a simplistic lens of selective morality, family structure and
circumstances in Payne’s work are equated with pathology and indirectly posited as the
cause of poverty.” Osei-Kofi, like Pinto and Cresnik (2014) and Rogalsky (2009) makes

strong arguments for understanding the structural causes of poverty and working to
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change the current systems to work toward eliminating poverty. Like Berube’s
conclusions from his work in Cuba, these authors seem to focus on the structural level
calling for educators to work to reform systems. All of these authors make strong points
that there is not one, universal “culture of poverty.”

In their work, Homan, Valentino, and Weed (2017) explored the reasons held
about why people are poor. They start with the three categories that are commonly found
in the research. “These three types of attributions are individualist, in which people
locate the cause of poverty in the personal traits and behaviors of the poor; structuralist,
in which people locate the cause outside the individual in the features of society; and
fatalist, in which people locate the cause of poverty in non-human factors such as fate,
bad luck, or God’s will. Fatalist attributions are generally found to be uncommon reasons
for poverty in the United States” (p. 1025). At the end of their study they conclude that
in addition to individual and structural explanations, people in America use a third
category that they call interactionist. “Interactionism captures the interpersonal,
interactive, and contextual features of poverty. It includes family, peers, role models,
gangs, and children” (p. 1036). They mention “culture of poverty” and say that they
purposely avoid using the term, feeling it does not quite match what they are trying to
capture in the term “interactionist”. However, they acknowledge “this type of attribute
may have entered public consciousness after the highly publicized ‘culture of poverty’
debates of the 1960s and 1970s” (1036). While this participant researcher acknowledges
the concerns in the literature about thinking of poverty as a culture, it seems clear that

there are important elements of being from poverty that are not captured by looking only
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at the individual or the structure of society. This researcher would argue that using the
familiar term “culture” provides a number of important advantages in the educational
setting.

The work in multiculturalism or diversity has become well established as part of
preparing teachers to work in today’s classroom. In current multicultural work, it is
understood that no culture should be seen as universal. Melendez and Beck (2010) write
about the importance of understanding culture for teachers of young children. They point
out that many factors influence one’s cultural identity. They also make it clear that while
people might share an element of culture, such as country of origin or religion, they will
likely have differing values to various degrees. Culture is a complex concept that includes
a variety of factors including ethnicity, language, gender, age, socioeconomic level and
others. As each person builds their cultural identity over the course of their lifetime, each
of these elements becomes more focused into a person’s understanding of who they are
and who others are. “Diversity is found in every single individual because each person is
a composite of cultures” (p.57).

Often cultural diversity is narrowly defined by looking only at ethnicity, skin
color, or language (Melendez & Beck, 2010). Sometimes there is even a strong
disconnect between how others perceive an individual and how that individual perceives
himself. For instance, a person with dark skin born in Honduras and living in the United
States may identify as Latino, although others may define them as black. However,
current diversity work encourages us to guard against stereotypes and making judgments

of others’ cultures (Melendez & Beck, 2010). Instead it encourages us to listen, observe

24



and ask to understand how to be respectful and understanding of another’s cultural
identity. Narrowing the definition of culture to external, observable traits may
encourage us to oversimplify another’s culture and cloud our ability to be sensitive and
thoughtful to the needs of all of our students, including those from poverty.

Further, while there is significant criticism of both Lewis’s and Payne’s work,
many of those criticisms also fall into the current understanding of diversity
work. According to Melendez and Beck (2010), “A stereotype is an oversimplified,
generalized image describing all individuals in a group as having the same characteristics
in appearance, behaviors, and beliefs” (p, 70). They go on to say that while stereotypes
may have some truth in them, those truths are often exaggerated, offensive and
dehumanizing. Melendez and Beck (2010) encourage teachers to first examine their own
cultures so that they may be able to identify their own beliefs, values and practices. They
also encourage teachers to honestly examine their stereotypes of different cultures. If we
look at the works of Rogalsky (2009), Osei-Kofi (2005), Pinto and Cresnik (2014), and
Gorski (2105) many of their critiques could be categorized as concerns about Payne not
being careful with the examples she uses in her books. As she creates sample families to
discuss, possibly without basing each example on a real life family from her experience,
she may inadvertently be exposing some of her own biases and stereotypes. Any of us
who might try to generalize our understandings through examples would have to be
equally cautious. Gorski’s list of myths about people from poverty could just as easily be
labeled stereotypes. By employing the vocabulary of multiculturalism, we again see the

ties to cultural diversity work in our conversations about poverty.
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Bolman and Deal (2003, p.240) state that, “we live in cultures the same way that
fish live in water.” Cultures create a sense of belonging and anytime it is possible for
someone to belong it is possible for others to not belong, creating insiders and
outsiders. Belonging tends to happen on such an unconscious level, that it can be
difficult for teachers and students alike to figure out where disconnects might be (Brown,
2007). Perceived meaning can play a more important role than actual events. Events can
also have multiple meanings because they are prone to multiple interpretations (Bolman
& Deal, 2003). Depending on your culture, any element can take on its own meaning
that may not have been anticipated by others. This idea of belonging and culture is so
pervasive that it underlies much of what we do (Melendez & Beck, 2010). As an
example, a study of Spanish speaking kindergartners shows that when teachers have
certain characteristics like the willingness to use even some of the students’ native
language, high expectations for students, and an understanding that English is not a
prerequisite to learning kindergarten concepts, student performance increases (Jensen,
2006). These are not issues of better instruction or quality curricula, but they are cultural
issues that allow students to have greater success when addressed.

If we take the analogy of fish in water a step further by asking what happens when
saltwater fish try to live in a fresh water tank, we begin to see how school culture can be
challenging for those students who do not come from the majority culture. The structural
configuration of an elementary school according to Mintzberg (1979) is the professional
bureaucracy. This structure is characterized by a large operating core with a small

strategic apex. This structural configuration relies on professional training and
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indoctrination for control of the operating core, which are in this instance, the teachers.
This allows for a great amount of independence for teachers in the organization. It also
means that external changes are slow and may be unlikely to have lasting impact. While
change within this structural configuration tends to be slow, the demographics and needs
of the students can change relatively quickly.

While district level decision makers, or the strategic apex, tend to be from middle
class and can bring their own lack of cultural responsiveness, it is important to note that
making changes at this level may not be enough to affect a systemic change. This
structural configuration can mean that the classroom experience can be significantly
impacted by teachers’ personal belief systems (Carnine, 2000). This can be advantageous
or detrimental when considering the needs of non-majority students. Even if district level
policies and decisions were to support cultural responsiveness, once a teacher closes the
door, the teacher creates the environment and decides how to implement curriculum. For
children who come from backgrounds or cultures that are different than their teachers,
this can lead to problems (Tozer, Violas, & Senese, 2002; Weininger & Lareau, 2003).
In the best of situations, a teacher might have had training on the needs of language
learners or children of minority cultures. They may have developed skills to be able to
make instruction comprehensible or to help students feel fully included. Other teachers
may feel overwhelmed by the needs of these students or believe that all children are the
same and there is no need to modify the teaching strategies they have used for years. In
the worst-case scenario, teachers, like all people, may have prejudices. Even if they are

appropriate on the surface, their personal political beliefs or beliefs about people of other
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cultures can impact their decisions and the way they interact with their students and their
families (Weininger & Lareau, 2003). Bolman and Deal (2003) claim that when there is
a poor fit between the organization and the individuals in an organization, one or both
suffer. In the instance of children from poverty or ESL students, both the individuals and
the organization suffer. Statistical data consistently shows that these populations struggle
to find success in schools (Krashen & Brown, 2005; Carpenter, Ramirez & Severn,
2006).

Since most teachers tend to come from the middle class culture (Tozer, Violas, &
Senese, 2002; Bowman, 1992), it may be difficult for them to have an understanding of
the issues children from other cultures or from poverty, face in their daily
lives. However, training and an awareness of cultural diversity issues can allow
individual teachers to be more prepared to meet the needs of students from a range of
cultures (Melendez & Beck, 2010). A possible advantage to the structural configuration
of a school system is that affecting changes in an individual teacher or even one member
of the operating core can change the experience for the students in that classroom.
Brown (2007) suggests that an understanding of students’ cultures and experiences is a
critical element in their success.

One goal of the school system is to educate students in academic areas (Tozer,
Violas, & Senese, 2002). This is the overt curriculum. A case could be made that there
exists a hidden curriculum in the school system to educate all students to the standards
and values of the white, middle class culture (Tozer, Violas, & Senese, 2002; Brown,

2007). That means that those students who already come from this culture have an
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advantage (Krashen & Brown, 2005). While they are able to concentrate on learning to
read, write and do mathematics, students from other cultures, including language learners
and children from poverty, have to learn not only those content areas, but also the rules
and customs of another culture (Brown, 2007). More importantly, since these are not part
of the overt curriculum, students may struggle to decipher their new environment. Brown
(2007), drawing on the work of others, suggests culturally responsive teachers should
explicitly teach the hidden curriculum.

At least two of the authors reviewed (Delpit, 1995; Payne, 1996) call for an
additive approach to teaching children of non-majority cultures. Delpit advocates
teaching Standard English and other majority culture approaches to black children, not by
taking from them who they are, but by adding more options to their repertoire. Payne
(1996) makes a very similar argument for children of poverty. Each sees the need to
honor children’s home cultures as well as give them the tools to be able to compete and
participate in the majority culture as they so choose. Payne (1996) calls this method an
additive approach. In practice, the additive approach allows children to become bi-
cultural in the same way that children having two languages would be bilingual. The
opposite of this approach is called subtractive and relates to those situations where
children are forced to abandon either their language or culture to be successful in the
dominant culture.

One could argue that some of the approaches that have been found to be
successful with children from poverty, programs such as Head Start or the Abecedarian

Project (Campbell & Pungello, 2000), may have found success in some part by not only
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ameliorating the effects of poverty, but by also exposing children to people and programs
that closely reflect the school culture at an early age. The children who have gone
through these programs come to school not only more academically ready, but also more
culturally ready. Similarly, some of the aspects of the research on resiliency which
emphasizes caring relationships (Bernard, 2004) could also be seen as examples of
children at risk being mentored by others from the majority culture. Beegle (2007)
specifically addresses how important this is for students from poverty, detailing how
people who know the systems may help others navigate it successfully. In cultural
diversity work this is referred to as having a cultural broker (Gentemann & Whitehead,
1983).

While there are some pitfalls to seeing poverty as a culture, as pointed out by a
number of works reviewed (Gorski, 2008; Pinto & Cresnik, 2014; Osei-Kofi, 2005;
Rogalsky, 2009), there are also some distinct advantages. First, by putting poverty in the
category of a culture, teachers could apply all the diversity work they are exposed to as
also applying to students who 