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Students in Poverty Need Support Not Pity 

 
Students living in poverty do not need pity. They need “unimaginably high ex-
pectations” (McKibben, p. 1). For many students living in poverty, a world view 
of hopelessness and despair needs to change to hope and optimism. Their world 
view may be shaped by guns and violence. One adult may know a man whose 
teeth were knocked out by drug dealers, an elderly lady whose arm was broken in 
a mugging, have had more than six car batteries stolen, have had a car window 
shot out by gun fire, had a car stolen, walk past six boarded up houses within two 
blocks, have had an attempted mugging, and have been pelted with broken bot-
tles. Children growing up in this environment have a different world view than 
students growing up in middle class homes.  
 
Poverty is not just lack of adequate food, limited clothing, and no money for 
school supplies. Living in poverty may also involve emotional trauma for the stu-
dent. The student may feel that no one cares. A student may be asked to think 
about a teacher who cared and write in that essay that the teacher showed caring 
by “yelling at me.” (Hayes, Ryan, and Zseller, 1994). For this student, “yelling at 
me” may demonstrate that the teacher cared enough to pay attention. 
 
Whether a teacher has more than half of the students in the classroom living in 
poverty or only one child, that teacher knows how to teach to challenge all stu-
dents to grow. The teacher with a growth mindset will see a student who can 
make tremendous growth in that classroom, not a child who is coming from a 
home with many challenges to learning. It may  be easy to fall into the trap of 
“but you know, they just can’s do it. They’re poor. … I’m not going to give that 
assignment because many of them just can’t do it” (McKibben, p. 4). The role of 
the teacher is to plan the strategies that will move the student from point A to 
point B. It is not the role of the teacher to make excuses as to why the student is 
not at point B (McKibben, p. 1; Jensen, p. 125).  
 
Relationships are important for encouraging motivation. Talking with students, 
listening to what they say, and acting on what they say is important for connect-
ing students to education. Relationship building is not important just for the 
teacher but also for administrators. Do the students hear the principal over the 
loud speaker say, “Good morning” with a positive comment? Do they see the 
principal in the hallway at different times and hear a greeting?  
 
Is the expectation of college and career readiness conveyed verbally and visually. 
College readiness may be conveyed with college banners in classrooms and hall-
ways from state colleges, private colleges, and ivy league colleges.  The conver-
sation with students should not be “if you go to college,” rather “when you go to 
college.” 
 
Eric Jensen talks not only about how poverty affects the development of the 
child’s brain but also about how teachers can create positive change on the devel-
opment of the brain. Teachers need to control the negative noise that distracts 
students and teachers from teaching and learning. Jensen contrasts positive and 
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negative noise. Negative teacher comments may include 
 Most of these kids never try. 
 These students have come from pretty bad environments. 
 The parents don’t even care. These students are often tardy, truant, or absent. 

Positive teacher comments may include 
 I choose to work here because I love changing lives.  
 I like my job. Graduation is our first priority.  
 At our school, every teacher is totally committed to helping students succeed.   

 
Jensen refers to the enrichment mindset of teachers (p.65). The thinking of teachers should not focus on the 
limitations of students but rather on “everyone can grow.” A teacher with an enrichment mindset might think 

 I will learn and grow from my mistakes. 
 My setback tells me that I need a new strategy. 
 I will persevere. 
 I know brains can change. 

 
There are “high poverty, high minority, and high performing” schools (Jensen, p. 125). There are five core 
practices that seem to be common among these schools. 

 Protected instructional time 
 Ongoing, actionable, and diagnostic assessment 
 Parents as partners in learning 
 Professional development to improve student achievement 
 Strong collaboration among teachers and staff 

 
Teachers need to see themselves as “positive change agents for students who come” to them.  (Hattie, p.5). 
Students come with different learning styles, attitudes, family backgrounds, and cultures. The discussion 
needs to be on the effect that the teacher can have on learning not on excuses for the challenges that students 
come with. The mindset of the teacher affects decisions about what to teach, the level of difficulty of content, 
interactions with students, and expectations of student progress.  Expert teachers do not differ from simply 
experienced teachers in their amount of knowledge. They differ in “how they organize and use this 
knowledge” (Hattie, p. 28). They differ in how they integrate their knowledge with student prior knowledge, 
make connections among content, and make lessons uniquely their own. Hattie has identified eight mindsets 
that are likely to have a major impact on student learning (p.182-188). Teachers and leaders 

 View the fundamental task as evaluating the impact of teaching on student learning. 
 View themselves as change agents. 
 Talk more about learning than teaching. 
 View assessment as feedback about the impact of teachers and leaders. 
 View dialogue with students as more important than monologue. 
 Enjoy the challenge. 
 Believe that it is their role to develop positive relationships in classrooms and in staffrooms. 
 Inform parents about the language of learning. 

 
Jensen refers to the enrichment mindset of teachers (p.65). The thinking of teachers should not focus on the 
limitations of students but rather on everyone can grow. A teacher with an enrichment mindset might think 

 I will learn and grow from my mistakes. 
 My setback tells me that I need a new strategy. 
 I will persevere. 
 I know brains can change. 

 
When students from poverty begin school, researchers have found differences in vocabulary, memory, and 
cognitive control (ability to change strategy) (Jensen, p. 72). Strong teaching can moderate all of these differ-
ences. Strategies to enrich the learning of students include 
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Managing the cognitive load 
Developing better thinking skills 
Enhancing study skills and vocabulary 
Building better memory 
 

McKibben, Jensen, and Hattie focus on the mindset of teachers to create a school that beats the odds for 
student achievement. The mindset is about the little engine that could rather on excuses or pity for a 
child that is growing up in a high poverty community.  
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