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New Directions for Educating
i the Children of Poverty
Disadvantaged children are capable of much more
than we typically require of them. If they are to
fulfill their potential, we must adopt practices that
reflect this higher expectation.

ore than one in five schoolchildren in the United States
families in
come from
poverty.' For educators, policymakers,
researchers, and the public, improving
these children's schcxjling is an in
creasingly urgent concern. Despite ex
tra resources from the federal govern
ment and despite recent educational
reforms, the children of poverty expe
rience failure disproportionately in
their early school years, and they often
leave school ill-equipped for adult life.
The predicament of these disadvantaged children is not new. Over the
past few decades, scholars and practi
tioners have invested considerable en
ergy in the search for effective ways of
educating such children at the elemen
tary .school level From their efforts, a set
of principles and prescriptions has
evolved into the conventional wisdom
about educating the children of poverty.
Stated oversimply the conventional wis
dom focuses on the deficits of disadvantaged learners and sets forth solutions in
the form of principles of curriculum
organisation, instructional approach,
classroom management, and instruc
tional grouping.
We do not suggest that this way of
thinking must be discarded, although

M

some researchers advocate doing so/
Applied skillfully, it may result in gcxxj
student performance on standardized
tests, especially the tests administered
in the elementary grades, which em-

The children
of poverty
experience failure
disproportionately
in their early school
years, and they
often leave school
ill-equipped for
adult life.

phasi/.e basic skills However, new ev
idence and recent analysis tall into
question many of the tenets of this
conventional wisdom. Further, this ap
proach may place an unintended ceil
ing on the learning of disaclvantaged
students.' Our purpose here is to .sum
marize the shortcomings of the con
ventional wisdom and to suggest alter
native approaches for both regular
classroom instruction and supplemen
tal programs

The Conception of the
Disadvantaged Learner
Conventional wisdom A great deal
of research and practice has been
predicated on the assumptions that
disadvantaged students are clerk ient in
their preparation for school and that
their families have given them a bad
start in life. 4 These assumptions, in
effect, locate the problem in the
learner and his or her background
A critique. These conventional as
sumptions can be critici/ed on two
general grounds. First, stereotypical
ideas about the capabilities of a child
who is poor or who belongs to an
ethnic minority will detract from an
accurate assessment of the child's real
educational problems and potential.
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Second, by focusing on family defi
ciencies, educators may miss the
strengths of the cultures from which
many disadvantages! students come
The adverse consequences of these
conceptions include (1) low expecta
tions for what these students can ac
complish in academic work, (2) failure
to examine carefully what the sch(X>ls
do that exacerbates (or facilitates the
solution of) ihesc learning problems,
and (3) misdiagnosis of the learning
problems these students face (e.g.. in
terpreting dialect speech patterns as
decoding errors)
An alternalirc view The disadvan
tages! child may well bring lo school
speech patterns, cognitive predisposi
tions, and behavior patterns that do
not match the way things are done in
school These students must learn the
culture of the school while they are
also attempting to master academic
tasks While recognizing that there
mav be gaps in disadvantages! stu
dents experience, the educator builds
on their experience bases and at [he
same time challenges the children to
expand their repertoires of experi
ences and skills This perspective gains
.support from a decade or more of
cognitive research and related theo
ries of learning that portray the
learner as an active constructor of
knowledge and meaning rather than a
passive recipient of information and
skills
The alternative to the common prac
tice suggests that disadvantages! stu
dents are belter able to meet the aca
demic challenges o; school when
teachers respect the students' cul
tural/linguistic backgrounds and com
municate this appreciation 10 (hem in
a personal way.
the academic program encour
ages students to draw and build on me
experiences they have, at the same
time that it exposes them to unfamiliar
experiences and ways of ihinking.
the assumptions, expectations,
and ways of doing things in schcx>l in
short, its culture are made explicit to
these students by teachers who ex
plain and model these dimensions of
academic learning ^
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Sequencing and Challenge
in the Curriculum
Conven
Conventional wisdom
tional curriculums. especially for disadvantaged students, are characterized
by two basic traits 6 First, they break up
reading, writing, and mathematics into
fixed sequences of discrete skills, or
dered from the simplest (the basics) to
the more complex (higher-order
skills). Second, instruction typically
emphasizes mastery of these skills by
linear progression through the se
quence. Children who haven't mas
tered spelling, for example, are con
sidered not ready to write stories. Or.
in mathematics lessons, practical prob
lems involving multiplication are not
intrcxluced until the students can clo
paper-ancl-pencil multiplication prob
lems, to say nothing of knowing their
multiplication tables Such rigid se
quencing appears in curriculums at all
elementary grade levels
From one point of view, this way of
building curriculums makes good
sense With basic skills isolated, teach
ers can identify and leach those as
sumed to be deficient in the student's
repertoire, provide a clear structure
for learning, facilitate the charting of
students' progress, and have a com
mon vocabulary for diagnosing what
low-achieving students need
A critique. Despite these advantages,
however, there is broad agreement
among experts in mathematics and
literacy thai such curricular assump
tions and siriiciures are critically lim
ited in several important respects
They often (1) underestimate students'
capabilities. ( 2) postpone more chal
lenging and interesting work for tcx>
long, in some cases forever. (3) fail to
provide a context for learning or for
meaningfully using the skills that are
taught, and (41 even reinforce aca
demic failure over the long term The
sludents are literally charged with put
ting [he pieces together into an inte
grated and useful base of knowledge
and, more often than not. they don't.
In the view of many experts, this ap
proach to curriculum lacks both co
herence and intellectual challenge for
the students who experience ii

An alternative The available evi
dence suggests that effective curricu
lums should;
focus on meaning and under
standing from the beginning for ex
ample, by orienting instruction toward
comprehending reading passages,
communicating important ideas in
written text, or understanding the con
cepts underlying number facts
balance routine skill learning with
novel and complex tasks from the
earliest stages of learning;
provide a context for skill learning
that establishes clear reasons for need
ing to learn the skills, affords opportu
nities to apply the skills, and helps
students relate one skill to another.
influence attitudes and beliefs
about the academic content areas, as
well as skills and knowledge:
eliminate unnecessary redun
dancy in the curriculum (eg. re
peated instruction in the same mathe
matics computation skills year after
vear).*

The Role of the Teacher
in Instruction
Conivntional ifisdom Since the mid19TK the instruction of disadvantagcd
students his been dominated by a
category of teaching approaches known
as direct instruction' Although there
are variations among them, these ap
proaches typically feature (11 teachercontrolled instruction, with consider
able time spent presenting lesson
material and directly su|X?msing stu
dents' work; ( 2) extensive opportunities
for practice and frequent corrective
feedback. (31 careful structuring of aca
demic tasks so that content can lx- intro
duced in small, manageable steps: (-41
rapid pacing, and (SI whole-group or
homogeneous-group formats. Logically,
this class of approaches lends itself par
ticularly well to the linear, discrete
skills-oriented curriculums discussed
earlier And [he research evidence indi
cates that, for disadvantages! |Xipulations. direct instruction docs enhance
some kinds of academic learning, in
particular, those involving discrete basic
skills 10

ing the central role of the teacher but
instead suggests balancing it with dif
ferent approaches A balance of
teacher-directed and learner-directed
instruction, for example, has much to
offer disadvantages! students, espe
cially if the goal is to engage students
in activities that are intellectuallychallenging " The key is to strike theright balance between teacher direc
tion and student responsibility, so
that students understand what they
are doing (and why) and that, over
time, their capacity for self-regulated
learning increases. To achieve an ap
propriate balance, teachers should:
teach explicitly the underlying
thinking processes along with skills
for example, by modeling the cogni
tive process involved when interpret
ing a story problem in mathematics or
trying to understand the author's point
of view in a piece of literature;
encourage students to use each
other as learning resources and struc
ture their interaction accordingly, as in
many ax>perative or team learning
arrangements;
and. as students become more ac
customed to constructing knowledge
and applying strategies on their own.
gradually turn over responsibility for
their learning to them, within se
quences or units of instruction and
across the school year 1 J
K\ teaching the cof>nin> e protfws that underlie a ^kill tha teae her lav^ the
her Nude'11 !o hec'ime a mrjre retprjnsib/e learner

A critique There is growing dissatis
faction, however, about the ability of
direct instruction to convey more inte
grated and challenging curriculums to
students. First, students do not learn to
think for themselves when the teacher
breaks the learning task into small,
manageable steps and explains how to
accomplish each step Second, some
important academic learning goals
don t lend themselves to small, man
ageable steps. Third, students can easily
become dependent on the teacher to
monitor, motivate, and structure all aspect.s of t he work they do
An alternative. I n this area, current
research does not support abandon-

Effective
cuniculums balance
routine skill
learning -with
appropriate novel
and complex tasks
from the earliest
stages of learning.

The Relationship of
Classroom Management
to Academic Work
Conventional wisdom The conven
tional wisdom holds that a uniform
structure provides students with clear
expectations and guidance regarding
interactions with teachers and other
students. While all classrooms present
teachers with the problem of estab
lishing and maintaining order, those
that serve large numbers of clisadvantaged students confront teachers
forcefully with management problems
as the year begins, inviting solutions
that impose a uniform sometimes
rigid structure.
To an extent, well-established prin
ciples of classroom management have
been developed that support this
view H These principles combinegood prevention, chiefly through
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tone-setting ;nul (he development of
routines early in the year, with appro
priate remediation as disruptive be
havior occurs
A critique H owever, this wav of
thinking about classroom manage
ment omits a critical clement (he re
lationship between classroom man
agement and the actual academic work
that goes on in the room '' This rela
tionship is not necessarily problematic
or complex when the work itself is
routine and oriented toward basic
skills instruction But when more chal
lenging curriculums are introduced,
this approach can liecomc unsatisfac
tory. Conversely, lack of challenge in
the c urriculum can contribute to class
room disruption, as students get into
trouble out of boredom Project learn
ing in mathematics, for example, may
involve simultaneous student groups
engaged in projects that, together, in
crease the level of noise and activity in
a room beyond what teachers and
principals have come to expect.
An a/tentative. A better perspective
on classroom management retains two
elements of the conventional wisdom
(I) the teacher establishes general
ground rules at the beginning of the
school year, and ( 2.} t he teacher main
tains order over time through vigilant
monitoring and ongoing problem
solving, as he or she anticipates chal
lenges to, or distractions from, learn
ing in the classroom But this perspec
tive also encourages leathers to find a
new basis for order that emanates as
much as possible from academics
ather than generic rules, incentives,
and consequences for misbehavior In
general, then, classroom management
should be intimately linked to the
nature of the academic work being
ctotie From this perspective, teachers
can most effcctivelv manage1 behavior
if they
plan a strong program of action,
rooted in interesting and engaging ac
ademic activities.
set expectations for classroom or
der that are appropriate to the aca
demic work at hand, within broad
boundaries established for overall be
havior in the room (Students need to
be taught explicitly that noise levels,
the degree of movement around the
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The key is to strike
the right balance
between teacher
direction and
learner
responsibility so
that, over time,
students' capacity
for self-regulated
learning increases.

classr<x>m. and so on. can van. and
jiinder what circumstances),
encourage students who initially
may resist novel and unfamiliar work
that accompanies a more challenging
curriculum f >

Accommodating Differences
in Student Proficiency
Conventional u'isdmn. Several com
mon arrangements for instructing di
verse groups place low-achieving chil
dren together and separate them from
those who do better. Three are espeeially pervasive: (1) ability-based read
ing groups in the primary grades; (2)
formal or informal tracking in literacy
and mathematics instruction in the up
per elementary grades, and (3) groupbased supplemental services (e.g..
Chapter 1 pullout instruction) in both
literacy and mathematics. These ar
rangements appear to solve a funda
mental instructional problem that ot
matching students with appropriate
learning tasks
A critique These differentiated ar
rangements, however, may create or
exacerbate other problems "' Most im
portant, low-achieving students often
become permanently segregated in
these groupings or tracks To make
matters worse, determinations of 'low
achievement" are not necessarily reli
able Misdiagnoses of students aca

demic abilities happen all text often
when ethnic or linguistic features
(e.g.. dialect speech or limited-English-proficicncy) are interpreted as
signs of low ability. In addition, some
of these arrangements create group
ings of convenience for example,
four to six poor readers in a Chapter 1
reading rcxim drawn from two or
three different classrooms that may
not be particularly effective from the
students point of view Furthermore,
segregation in lower-track groups car
ries a stigma that may lead to certain
students being labeled dummies,
not to mention the more limited cur
riculums that are sometimes offered
such groups.
Still, the research evidence on the
efficacy of ability-ground learning ar
rangements for low achievers is
mixed ' Some reviews find positive
effects, while others find harmful or
inconclusive influences of such ar
rangements on academic outcomes
An alternative Research evidence
does not warrant doing awav with abil
ity-based differentiation altogether l s
However. schcxiLs should consider
using (.1) heterogeneous grouping,
such as ccxipcrative and team learning,
and (2) more flexible and temporary
ability-grouped arrangements:
integrating supplementary assist
ance, such as Chapter 1 instruction, as
much as possible into mainstream
classroom activities and or providing
supplementary instruction at times
when students do not need to be away
from their main classrooms.
maximizing individual help to
low-achieving students on an ad hex.
basis rather than in long-term groupbased arrangements.

Putting New Ideas
into Practice
The preceding discussion suggests al
ternative conceptions ot the learner,
the curriculum, and instructional prac
tice that apply across all subject areas
in elementary schools. Guiding these
conceptions is a conviction thai disadvantaged students are capable of much
more than is typically expected of
them and that schools can organize
themselves to demand high academic
performance from these students | 0

Schools should
maximize
individual help
to low-achieving
students on an
ad hoc basis rather
than in long-term
group-based
arrangements.

There is evidence on which to base
this conviction ranging from ad
vances in understanding of student
cognition to dramatic demonstrations
of results, such as the performance of
inner-city youths on advanced-place
ment calculus tests. 2"
It would be a mistake to take the
principles we have presented as new
received wisdom about the education
of disadvantaged children. These ideas
are not a blueprint for change but a
call for further experimentation by
practitioners and scholars alike, who,
as they try these out. will evolve better
principles, in addition to discovering
altogether different ones. There is
much still to be learned about ways to
apply them to particular grade levels,
mixtures of students, and school set
tings. We hope that the ideas pre
sented here will lead to the curriculums that disadvantaged students need
to participate fully in a complex tech
nological society.n
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