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in low-SES homes speak fewer words to 
their children, speak to them less often, 
and are less likely to support learning 
(Jensen, 2009). Hart and Risley (1995) 
were among the many who have sought 
to address the impacts of child poverty 
through preschool language intervention. 
What they found about the linguistic 
experiences of children in low-SES homes 
by age 5, before entering school, they 
labeled the “30 million word gap” (Hart & 
Risley, 2003). 

In addition to the data on number of 
words, data were collected on the kinds 
of words parents spoke to their children. 
Results indicated that the amount of 
encouragement and prohibitions a child 
receives also differ by SES, as shown in 
Table 2. 

Hart and Risley (1995) concluded 
that no intervention could make up the 
difference in 30 million words or a half 
million affirmations. In order to help low-
SES children make up the gap, schools 

Educational disparity does exist. 
International test results indicate an 
achievement gap that is better aligned 
with economic factors than with ethnic 
ones (Reardon, 2011). Children from 
low SES households are at an academic 
disadvantage, with the percentage of 
children in poverty at a school acting as 
a valid predictor of academic success or 
failure (Pagnani, Boulerice, & Tremblay, 
1997). Pierre Bourdieu, a French 
sociologist, theorized that the disparity 
existed in part because of the failure of 
educational systems to recognize the need 
for a universal pedagogy that assumes no 
pre-education and addresses the needs 
of all learners (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
2000). He believed the lack of a universal 
pedagogy arose from cultural capital 
accrued in the home being misrecognized 
as intelligence (Bourdieu, 1986). A 
recent look at three high-poverty School 
of Distinction Award Winners (Center 
for Educational Effectiveness) hints 
that we might be close to a universal 
pedagogy and that it is possible to create 
instructional systems that address the 
developmental cognitive and social needs 
of children from high-poverty homes 
(Olsten, 2015).

Effect of Poverty on Cognitive 
Development

Socioeconomic status (SES) predicts 
many cognitive outcomes for children as 
demonstrated in lower IQ scores, verbal 
ability, and achievement scores (Smith et 

al., 1997). The differences young children 
experience in cognitive stimulation and 
stress lead to “measurable functional 
and anatomical differences throughout 
the brain” which are observable on brain 
scans (Noble et al., 2005). They theorized 
that the two areas showing the greatest 
effects, language and executive function 
(prefrontal cortex), undergo the longest 
period of development and are thereby 
more influenced by the home environment 
and effects of poverty. Heckman (2008) 
notes that it is the brain systems which 
“sense, perceive, process, ‘interpret’, 
and ‘act on’ information” (p. 18) that are 
affected by sensory deprivation. Children 
deprived of sensory stimulation as infants 
continue to show cognitive and social 
impairments as adults.

Effect of Poverty on 
Linguistic Development

The brains of young children need 
novel experiences in order to grow. 
Studies find that parents of children raised 
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Table 1. Comparison by SES of the Number of Words Spoken to Children Before Entering Scho

Note. Adapted from Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American 
Children (p. 198), by B. Hart and T. R. Risley, 1995, Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing.

Professional Working class Welfare
Number of words heard per hour 2,153 1,251 616
100 hour week/14 hour waking day 215,000 125,000 62,000
5,200 hour year 11.2 million 6.5 million 3.2 million
4 year accumulation  
(prior to going to school)

45 million 26 million 13 million



Fall 2015      Curriculum in Context

10

Biological as well as sociological 
evidence exists to support the mediating 
effect of social support. Davidson and 
McEwen (2012) reviewed the literature 
surrounding the impact of social well-
being on the neuroplasticity of the brain. 
They state that evidence is growing to 
support the idea that interventions such 
as physical exercise, cognitive therapy 
and meditation “induce plasticity-related 
alteration in the brain and support a range 
of positive behavioral outcomes” (p. 
689). MRIs show the negative impact on 
the brain. “Abused children had smaller 
orbitofrontal volumes and, furthermore, 
the smaller the orbitofrontal volume in 
the abused sample, the more severe the 
social stress as reported by children and 
parents on a structured interview” (p. 691). 
Adverse childhood experiences (here it is 
abuse) change the structure of the brain. 
But the brain can be affected positively 
through practices such as meditation. 
Participants in a study who were trained 
in mindfulness based stress reduction 
(MBSR) showed brain changes in as little 
as 8 weeks. These studies suggest that 
training in emotional control not only 
affects behavior, but the actual structure of 
the brain. 

ACE research reveals a similar 
pattern of effects on brain development as 
that shown by children raised in poverty. 
Out-of-school effects, such as low SES, 
limited exposure to language, and the low 
number of affirmations received in the 
home serve to negatively impact academic 
achievement. Those out-of-school effects 
are largely embedded in the social 
environment of the child. The research 
on successful high-poverty schools also 
highlights that the social environment of 
school contributes to positive outcomes. 
These social environmental factors 
that underpin the academic success 
of students include high expectations, 
caring administrators, and social support. 
These same findings are echoed in both 
the ACE resilience research and brain 
studies demonstrating that positivity 
and social support create resiliency 
even in those impacted by early adverse 
experiences. The issue then about what 
leaders of successful high-poverty schools 
do shouldn’t just focus on academic 
achievement, but on what those schools do 
to build resilience and what other skills are 
nurtured to enable students to persevere.

need to address their experiences and not 
just their skill levels.

Effect of Poverty on 
Social-Emotional Development

In addition to cognitive development, 
poverty also significantly predicts 
psychiatric difficulties (Lipman & Offord, 
1997). A poor child is more than three 
times as likely as a non-poor child to have 
a psychiatric disorder, conduct disorder, 
or emotional disorder—and the same 
low level of maternal education in poor 
families found to contribute to cognitive 
delays also is a predictor for emotional 
and behavioral problems (Lipman, 
Offord, & Boyle, 1994). The exposure 
to more chaotic living conditions is 
thought to cause some of these effects.  
“Unpredictable, nonroutine, inconsistent, 
and noncontingent physical and social 
surroundings can interfere with a sense 
of mastery and lead to helplessness in the 
developing person” (Evans et al., 2005, 
p. 560). To test their hypothesis, Evans 
et al. conducted a cross-sectional and 
longitudinal study involving 339 children 
in Grades 3 through 5, following up with 
223 of the same children in Grades 7 
and 8. All the children were from rural 
upstate New York with 53% coming from 
low-income families. Chaos, learned 
helplessness, psychological distress, and 
self-regulatory behavior were evaluated 
using standardized protocols. Results 
showed that income predicted learned 
helplessness, self-reported psychological 
distress, and self-regulatory behavior 
difficulties. The required conditions for 
healthy socio-emotional growth were (a) 
consistency over time, (b) predictability, 
and (c) lack of interruption—which tend 
to not be present for low-income children. 
The difference in home environments not 
only hampers the emotional development 

of low-income children, but enhances the 
learning gap between them and children 
from more affluent, less chaotic homes.

Resilience
The Adverse Childhood Experience 

(ACE) research on resilience identifies 
factors that contribute to overcoming 
trauma. The original ACE study (Felitti 
et. al, 1998) examined the relationship 
between adverse childhood experiences 
and health outcomes rather than 
academic outcomes, but the social factors 
which mediate childhood trauma and 
contribute to positive health outcomes 
are similar to those found in successful 
high-poverty schools: positivity (high 
student expectations), social support, and 
achievement (leading to greater feelings 
of efficacy). Anda et.al (2006) found 
that abuse, deprivation, and exposure to 
violence in childhood cause changes in 
a child’s developing brain that persist 
into adulthood. These changes affect not 
only learning, but also health and social 
well-being. In fact, ACE scores “serve as 
a measure of the cumulative childhood 
stress” caused by these experiences 
(Anda et.al 2006, p. 174) and that these 
stressors impair the development of brain 
structure and function in children. These 
effects are similar to those found in the 
studies described earlier on the impacts of 
poverty.

ACE studies have also produced 
a body of research about resiliency, 
the factors that mediate the impact of 
childhood trauma.  The Washington State 
Family Policy Council has examined how 
community capacity to respond to crises 
through coordinated services that support 
healthy families and children impacts ACE 
scores in those communities (Longhi & 
Porter, 2010). 

Table 2. Comparison by SES of the Number of Affirmations Children Hear Before Entering School

Note. Adapted from Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American 
Children, (p. 200), by B. Hart and T. R. Risley, 1995, Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing.

Professional Working Class Welfare
Number of verbal affirmations per hour 32 12 5
Number of verbal prohibitions per hour 5 7 11
Ratio of encouragement to discouragement 6:1 2:1 1:2
5,200 hour year—encouragements 166,000 62,000 26,000
5,200 hour year—discouragements 26,000 36,000 57,000
4 year accumulation—encouragements less 
discouragements (prior to going to school)

560,000 100,000 (125,000)
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Leader Practices in High-Achieving, 
High-Poverty Schools

How can schools whose students 
arrive with neuro-cognitive developmental 
issues, linguistic challenges, and 
social-emotional issues create learning 
environments that create systems 
supporting academic success? What kind 
of supports need to be in place? Is there a 
pedagogy that teachers can use effectively 
to make a difference?

To explore what it takes to create 
success for students at high-poverty 
schools, three principals of Schools of 
Distinction with poverty rates equal to 
or greater than 70% were interviewed 
(Olsten, 2015). The Center for Educational 
Effectiveness (CEE) chooses Schools 
of Distinction based on 5 years of 
improvement in performance data. These 
schools which have demonstrated their 
long-term effectiveness are among the top 
5% in the state within their grade bands 
(elementary, middle, or high school), 
as measured on the state assessments in 
literacy and math. Within this select group 
of high-performing schools, those with 
70% or greater FRL (2013 data) were 
identified for participation in the study.

What the three schools were found 
to have in common contributing to the 
success of their high-poverty students, 
was a coherent and system-wide culture 
addressing behavioral as well as academic 
needs, that enabled the transformation 
of students’ behaviors and attitudes 
into those leading to academic success.  
Bourdieu’s theory of habitus does provide 
a construct that accounts for the success 
of these schools. Bourdieu explored the 
disparity in educational achievement 
between rich and poor, becoming well 
known for his research in educational 
sociology. The data produced by his 
research led him to propose that economic 
and social relations are reproduced from 
generation to generation through habitus, 
a term he created to describe internalized 
perceptions learned early in life that shape 
choice and behavior (Nash, 2000). School 
itself, in adopting the habitus (internalized 
values, structures, perceptions, and 
tastes) of the dominant culture, serves to 
reproduce social class. 

All three schools adopted frameworks 
that required school-wide implementation, 
so that students introduced to the 
framework in first grade or kindergarten, 
have the framework practices reinforced in 
all subsequent grade levels. It is possible 

that these create the opportunity for 
students to learn a new habitus outside the 
home, one that provides a new scheme for 
envisioning their future, finding solutions 
to problems, and embracing academic 
culture. 

In School 1, the framework was 
Charlotte Danielson’s, one of three 
instructional frameworks approved by 
the State of Washington for schools 
of concern. School 2 adopted the No 
Excuses University model and became 
part of that network, and School 3 was 
an AVID (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination) school. These three 
frameworks are compared in terms 
of habitus, executive function, and 
resilience theory as shown in Table 3 that 
follows. Habitus, according to Bourdieu, 
shapes the schemas of the child and 
allows for what is possible. Research 
on the effects of poverty and Adverse 
Childhood Experience demonstrates 
their effects on the developing child’s 
brain, specifically in the area of executive 
function which governs self-management, 
self-organization and problem solving, 
inhibitory response, self-motivation, and 

Framework Habitus Executive Function Resilience

Charlotte Danielson 
(The Framework, n.d.)
four domains:

1. Planning and 
Preparation

2. Classroom 
Environment

3. Instruction
4. Professional 

Responsibilities
Domain numbers 
are referenced in 
parentheses 

• High rigor (1.)
• High support (2.)
• Clear standards of 

conduct (2.)
• Teacher reflects 

on lessons/ 
student learning: 
metacognition (4.)

• Connects current learning 
to past experience

• Students create concept 
maps

• Project assignments with 
menus allowing choice

• Focus on reasoning (3.)
• Questioning promotes 

metacognition (3.)

• Students set own 
learning goals

• Differentiated 
instruction 

• Students may 
adapt an aspect of 
the lesson to make 
it more meaningful 
to them

No Excuses University 
(Lopez, 2013) relies on 
six systems:

1. Culture of 
universal 
achievement

2. Collaboration
3. Standards 

alignment
4. Assessment
5. Data management
6. Interventions

• Culture of universal 
achievement

• Teach in a way that 
prepares all children 
for college (beyond 
HS graduation)

• Promote college 
through symbolism 
(pennants, posters, 
school songs)

• Create social capital 
by partnering with 
local colleges

• Teaches character
• Unified classroom 

management plan
• Model behavior and 

attitudes consistent with 
academic success 

• Teach problem solving
• Use rubrics in assessment
• Teach specific writing 

technique  (Six Trait)

• Create 
collaborative 
relationships 
with parents and 
community that 
surround the 
students

• Students set 
academic goals

Celebrate student 
success

AVID (n.d.) uses 
WICOR:

• Writing to learn
• Inquiry
• Collaboration
• Organization
• Reading 

• High rigor 
with support 
(scaffolding)

• Collaborative 
learning-
constructivist 
approach 

• Uses peer influence 
to create new ways 
of thinking

• Teach college ways 
of thinking and 
organizing

• Directly teaches how to:
• Manage time
• Organize materials
• Manage resources
• Plan effectively to 

complete projects
• Set and achieve long term 

goals
• Manage self through 

reflection 
• Cornell Note- Taking 

System teaches how to:
• Record notes
• Reflect on notes
• Ask questions; pursue 

further inquiry

• Students taught 
questioning 
leading to 
empowerment and 
self-efficacy

• Focus on 
individual 
determination

• Peer involvement 
in collaboration

Table 3. The Frameworks of Danielson, No Excuses University, and AVID and How They 
Address Issues of Habitus, Executive Function, and Resilience
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emotional control. ACE resilience research 
has shown that the presence of certain 
factors can help reverse the negative 
effects of trauma. Those factors are 
positivity, social connectedness, mastery 
and being part of a larger purpose. All 
three frameworks address the learning 
environment or culture of the school, 
the social-emotional development of the 
student, systems that support learning, 
and adopt a student-centered approach 
that allows for individual choice and 
responsibility in learning.

These schools, through implementing 
practices that consider motivations, 
behavior, social-emotional development, 
problem solving strategies, and school 
culture, have, it seems, created the 
universal pedagogy that Pierre Bourdieu 
found lacking. It’s interesting that the 
schools all used different frameworks 
but that each of these addressed areas of 
executive functioning, problem solving, 
social-emotional awareness and resilience. 
By adopting frameworks that educate 
all personnel at the school in ways of 
thinking, behaving, and being, they have 
effectively created a new habitus of 
success that students can incorporate as 
their own.
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