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Public education is the fabric of 
our democracy. As Americans, we 
hold deeply the notion that a good 

education can bring success and growth. 
Achievement in school is a leg up on the 
ladder of life. For children living in pov-
erty, however, that ladder doesn’t always 
rest at ground level, and climbing it is of-
ten more difficult. 

Reams of research confirm the con-
nection between poverty and academic 
struggles. As a group, children who live 
in poverty earn lower grades, score more 
poorly on standardized tests and read at 
lower levels than their more economi-
cally advantaged peers. The effects of 
poverty are exacerbated when municipal 
planning practices and growth patterns 
create concentrations of extreme pov-
erty. 

In recent years, the pass rate on 
Virginia annual assessments shows a 22 
percent gap in reading scores between 
students in poverty and their peers, and 
a similar gap in math. Importantly, these 
gaps between student performance rates 
exist whether the schools the students 
attend are labeled “fully accredited,” “ac-
credited with warning” or “accreditation 
denied.” Stated simply, there is a strong 
correlation between poverty and aca-
demic struggles irrespective of zip code. 

As a group, families under consid-
erable financial stress experience more 
family conflict, more frequent moves 
and more exposure to traumatic events. 
Impoverished children have more health 
and nutrition problems, and suffer more 
cognitive problems such as difficulty 
listening and concentrating – essential 
skills for school success.

A 2003 study in the journal “Ameri-
can Educator” found that by age 4, chil-
dren living in wealthy families had been 
exposed to 45 million words. Children 
in poor families had experienced just 13 
million words by the same age. When 
they reach school, these children may 
find it harder to understand the words 
used by teachers or have the foundations 
to build rich vocabularies. 

Yet public education cannot shy 
away from these challenges that students 
bring with them each school day. There 
must be an unwavering commitment to 
maintain high standards and expecta-
tions. School divisions can use very tar-
geted, meaningful support to close the 
experience-and-opportunity gap created 
by poverty. Fortunately, it is not a mat-
ter of intelligence or capability, rather it 
is an issue of exposure and opportunity.

Three areas of student support that 
deserve to be continued and expanded 
are extended calendar and day programs, 
expansion of pre-K enrollment and 
smaller class sizes. Each of these strat-
egies has specific goals. For extended 
learning programs, the idea is to increase 
the exposure 
of students 
to educa-
tors. Teach-
ers serve as 
role models 
as well as di-
rectly provide 
instruction. 
By a combi-
nation of additional hours during the 
traditional school day and additional 
days to the school year, students from 
lower-income communities are exposed 
to many of the opportunities that their 
more well-off peers experience.

Pre-K enrollment provides a myriad 
of benefits that lead to greater student 
readiness. Parents become involved in 
students’ education at an early stage and 
develop good home habits that will pay 
dividends in later years. Early childhood 
development through formal pre-K in-
struction promotes fundamental under-
standing of basic concepts and socializa-

tion. In short, pre-K participation is an 
essential first step in closing the expe-
rience-and-opportunity gap created by 
poverty.

Finally, school divisions should 
strive to maintain smaller class sizes in 
schools with challenging environments. 
In a recent report, the Virginia School 
Boards Association Task Force on 
Schools in Challenging Environments 
concluded: “Teachers in [high poverty 
schools] are more than just teachers; 
they are also social workers, nurses and 
counselors to their students. Smaller 
classes provide more time to care for 
these issues as well as for differentiat-
ing instruction and working with small 
group remediation.” In other words, 
smaller class sizes provide teachers the 
time needed to provide in depth instruc-
tion and the support to students that is 
often missing due to their circumstances 
outside of the schoolhouse. 

In addition to these direct stu-
dent support efforts, there are numer-
ous other areas that deserve attention. 
For example, student behavior is often 
a problem in higher-poverty schools as 

students struggle 
with numerous 
issues outside of 
the classroom. 
Teachers can-
not be expected 
to meet the edu-
cational needs 
of their students 
while address-

ing the chronic misbehavior of some. 
Accordingly, more behavioral interven-
tionists and social workers are needed to 
address distracting conduct. Similarly, 
greater involvement of families of strug-
gling students is important to improved 
student performance. Yet outreach to 
and education of parents and others 
cannot fall solely to the classroom teach-
ers and building administrators who are 
already working hard to improve class-
room performance. Finally, the qual-
ity of instruction cannot be overempha-
sized. Challenging situations demand 
the best teachers and building leaders. 

School divisions must focus on select-
ing, retaining and providing professional 
development for educators with a calling 
to teach in tough circumstances.

The motto of Henrico County Pub-
lic Schools is: “The Right to Achieve. The 
Support to Succeed.” Providing the sup-
port to make that right a reality is neither 
easy nor inexpensive. It requires a com-
mitment of resources in terms of both 
people and financial support to reverse 
decades-long trends that have led to the 
documented performance gap between 
students in poverty and their more afflu-
ent peers. While simply throwing money 
at the problem is not a solution, just as 
unacceptable is refusing to acknowledge 
and fund proven approaches. While the 
cost of success may be high, the cost of 
failure is the fraying of the fabric of our 
successful democracy. 

Smart, targeted support can help students from low-income homes achieve
Poverty and education
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ance to fix our homes. They don’t have 
that over there.  Some of these people 
will never have their homes back.

“There’s so much destruction there 
they couldn’t even begin to decide how 
they were going to rebuild.”

“The saddest thing for me was, I met 
a little girl, her name is Monesha. I was 
standing there giving out food and she 
was standing in line. She and her mother 
were living in a tent and they didn’t know 
anything about her father at that point. 
Her friend’s grandfather had been killed 
getting out of the house. Her teacher had 
been killed and her teacher’s wife, so she 
couldn’t go to school. She held her shirt 
out and said, ‘I don’t have a clean shirt. I 
think we’re all going to die.’ So I grabbed 
her little shoulders and I said, ‘Monesha, 
you’re not going to die today, we’re going 
to get you some food and then we’re go-
ing to come back and see you.’ And when 
we came back after we had done [the 
computer project] I found her and she 
grabbed me and hugged me and said, ‘I 
got a new shirt!’ I look at that and think, 
we really have no idea how well we have 
it. We don’t appreciate it enough.”
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“...by age 4, children living 
in wealthy families had been 
exposed to 45 million words. 
Children in poor families had 
experienced just 13 million 
words.”


