
Lancer Letter #402	 Poverty, pt. 2

	 Last week I addressed the issue of poverty based on training we had on October 8th 
which was based on research outlined in the book, Understanding a Framework for Poverty by 
Dr. Ruby Payne.  I shared that our percentage of students receiving free and reduced lunch has 
risen from 19% to 39.8% in the last 8 years. I outlined the government’s baselines for identifying 
families living in poverty and qualifications for programs such as the national school lunch 
program.

With regard to research from the book, last week I shared the ten areas, which when 
under-resourced, can contribute to poverty.  (Finances are just one part of the poverty equation.)  
I also discussed the fact that each class has “hidden rules” and it is difficult for us to know the 
hidden rules of a class of which we are not part.  

One thing that was very clarifying for me was to understand the difference between 
generational poverty and situational poverty.  Situational poverty is defined as a lack of resources 
which occurs as the result of an event such as loss of a job, divorce, illness, etc. of a wage earner 
in the family.  It is focused largely on monetary resources and can be temporary.  The other nine 
areas impacting poverty, such as social capital, usually remain intact so nothing really changes 
other than the financial status.

Generational poverty has its own culture, hidden rules and belief systems.  Generational 
poverty is defined as having been in poverty for at least two generations; however, the patterns 
begin to surface much sooner.  Students who come from generational poverty will have a very 
different mindset than those in situational poverty or the middle class.  It is a mindset that often 
makes it difficult for students to navigate the largely middle class rules of school.

Another thing we learned about was “registers of language.”  This is a very interesting 
consideration to which I had never given any thought.  Persons living in poverty are used to a 
“casual register” of language.  It is usually used between friends and is characterized by a 
400-800 word vocabulary.  Word choice is general and not specific and the conversation is 
dependent upon non-verbal assists.  Sentence syntax is often incomplete.

At school, we use a “formal register.”  This is characterized by the use of standard 
sentence syntax and a more advanced word choice.  Formal register uses complete sentences.  
When an educator hears a student speaking in casual register, it can sometimes be misinterpreted 
as apathy or disrespect.

Research about language in children age 1 -4 drives home the language difference 
between classes.  During that age period, students living in a home which is dependent on 
welfare are exposed to 13 million words and receive 1 affirmation for every two prohibitions.  
Students growing up in a working class family, the research shows, will be exposed to 26 million 
words and receive 2 affirmations for every 1 prohibition.  In a home where the parents are in 
professional occupations, the children will be exposed to 45 million words and receive 6 
affirmations for every 1 prohibition. (Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of 
Young American Children by Hart and Risley, 1995)

Along the line of language register, there is the issue of “voice.”  We think and speak in 
three different voices:  child, parent, and adult.  Some children in poverty end up parenting their 
younger siblings and they will often only have the child and parent voice, but not an adult voice.

An adult voice allows for negotiations.  It asks clarifying questions in a non-threatening 
way.  The parent voice is directive and can be perceived as scolding.  When a student who is 
already a parent is spoken to in adult voice, the result is anger.  If the student responds to the 
adult using parent voice in a child’s voice, he will be perceived as helpless so he uses the only 
other voice hey knows, the parent voice.  This usually leads to conflict with the adult.
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Underlying all of this training was a major emphasis on the importance of maintaining 
good relationships with students.  At the center of the mental model of poverty is relationships.  
Students coming from poverty will first and foremost, need to feel that the adults trying to teach 
them connect with them.  They will not work for people they do not like.  Middle class is 
focused on achievement, something we stress in schools.  If the relationship is not first 
established, talking about achievement will not be effective.  

I want to emphasize that though  the mindset of students in poverty is understandable, it 
should not be an excuse for poor behavior.  Once a good relationship is established,  you can 
teach about hidden rules, formal register, adult voice and other techniques.  That was part of our 
training.

There so much more to share on this topic so I would encourage anyone who works with 
youth to read the book, Understanding a Framework for Poverty by Ruby Payne.  It will really 
open your mind.


