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The Ramifications of Being a Student of a Low Socioeconomic Status

[bookmark: _GoBack]	This is an investigative paper that will explore three relevant factors in the experience of low socioeconomic (SES) students: the lack of monetary and educational resources in school, increased pressure at home to succeed and/or be a part of household duties, and negative implicit biases from teachers, oftentimes compounded by racial biases as well. This is done with the purpose of understanding the barriers faced by low SES students through a factual rather than affective lens. Unsurprisingly, students of a low SES need more support than those of comparatively higher ones, and it is clear that educators need to act against socioeconomic inequality for the success of all students.  

Living in a neighborhood of a comparatively low SES likely means that schools will be underfunded, therefore leaving students with significantly less resources than their more well-to-do peers. In Ontario, students in high-income areas are far more likely to have opportunities to play an instrument or sing in a choir. (People for Education, 2013, p. 7.) They are also far more likely to have a gifted program, and therefore students are more likely to be identified as such. (People for Education, p. 7.) French immersion is also more common in higher income schools (People for Education, p. 12.) Clearly, students in higher income schools have access to more resources than those in a lower SES. They also fundraise about five times more than lower income schools—and from this fundraising, the top 10% of schools raise as much as the bottom 81% combined. (People for Education, p. 7.) Thus, the more money the students and their parents have, the more well-funded their schools will be. Students of a higher SES also have more access to private tutoring, school field trips, and classes which charge material fees. Children living in high SES areas are also more likely to have parents with a post-secondary education than those living in a lower SES area (People for Education, p. 11), thus giving them more accessible, free assistance in their studies.

In summary, students of a high SES are able to experience far more educational enrichment than their less privileged peers, can maintain that through the comparatively high volume of funds that their schools receive, and thus have more external opportunities for success. On the other hand, students of a low SES have few educational opportunities that are not only at the bare minimum of expectation for quality, but are sometimes in abysmal conditions and unconducive to provincial school requirements. These students may struggle to learn in these conditions. Low SES students have a comparatively higher prevalence of special educational needs (25%) than students with high SES (13%.) (People for Education, p. 11.) Moreover, they are underrepresented in gifted education programs compared to their wealthier counterparts. (People for Education, p. 12.) Clearly, there is a discrepancy in achievement, and this could be a reflection of the discrepancy in allocated resources. 

	This phenomenon is especially encapsulated by the situation of First Nations students in Canada who attend schools on reservations. 60% of Indigenous peoples living on reservations  in Canada—which makes up about 50% of the Indigenous population as a whole (Trimble, 2017)—live in poverty, which is more than double the poverty rate for the Canadian population as a whole. (CBC, 2016.) A child who attends school on a reservation receives between $2000 and $3000 less in federal funding than a child going to an off-reserve school. (Trimble, 2017.) Moreover, at least 48 new schools are needed on reservations, 6.5% of those schools are in need of expansions and/or major renovation, and only 55% of those schools have secondary students. (Trimble, 2017.) No money is provided from the federal government for libraries, computers, software, teacher training, extracurricular activities, special education, and many other pursuits that are beneficial and even necessary to a good school. (Trimble, 2017.) Overall, approximately 33% of First Nations-identified people, 20% of Métis-identified people, and 48% of Inuit-identified people had not graduated high school, compared to only 12% of non-Indigenous-identified people. (Statistics Canada, 2015.) This discrepancy can be attributed, in part, to the lack of resources available to students.

	When discussing low SES communities and economic inequality, it is also somewhat disingenuous to focus only on the academic aspect of poverty. Students are clearly affected in their home life due to their SES, and these responsibilities, issues, and anxieties may carry over into their academic performance. If instructors and school personnel in a low SES school are not trained or equipped to deal with such concerns from students, these children are being done a disservice and will likely be unable to engage with school life fully. 

For example, in students of a comparatively low SES, food may be scarce in their households. According to an article from Hamilton, Ontario, many students are reliant on the meal programs they have in place at schools, and teachers express concern for cuts to those programs. (Seto, 2016.) “They’re too distracted by their hunger,” says the Hamilton Executive Director of Social Planning and Research Council. (Seto, 2016.) Of course, it is a commonly accepted fact that a lack of nutrition has a detrimental effect on cognition, particularly if there is a long-term deficit. The implications of this is upsetting, in that many schools do not have a meal program and these hungry students are not likely to be reaching their full potential. Moreover, students in higher grades may be more likely to drop out of school to work in order to cover their family’s basic needs—especially since meal programs only last as long as the school year does. Thus, a lack of food can be both a physical and emotional distractor: students are distracted by the feeling of hunger, as well as their possible anxiety about the implications  of not having food. 

Moreover, students in a lower SES household may have more responsibilities at home than those in a high SES household. For example, in low-income schools students are more than twice as likely to be living in a single-parent household. Single parents, on average, naturally make about half as much as a dual-income household would accumulate (Statistics Canada, 2014); thus, they are more likely to face economic difficulties. A single parent supporting a household obviously has a great deal of responsibilities, and it is often imperative that children assist with chores or financial duties. Many teachers do not take the role that low SES students may play in the household into account, and therefore their expectations of the student may be above what he or she is able to provide. This is especially relevant is students are helping their families and/or trying to complete schoolwork late into the night, given that elementary-aged students should generally have around 9-12 hours of sleep for optimal functioning, and high school students need about 8-12 (Roussey, 2016.) If students are not given concessions, or the opportunity to ameliorate their situations, the juggling of school life and home life may cause them to have difficulty in class while feeling helpless all the while. However, it would be disingenuous to ignore the opposite issue— if teachers only regard students as impoverished, tired housekeepers, or simply assume that the student is being taught at “The School of Hard Knocks” and doesn’t want to be educated, the student may not be challenged enough—each situation is different, and it is up to the teacher to try and bridge the gap between themself and their students. 

Implicit bias is also a factor in low SES students’ comparatively low achievement. Teachers may unconsciously perceive students of a lower SES as being less successful than their peers, and needing more discipline, despite believing that they are above stereotyping (Norman, P.C., 2016.) Moreover, there is a widespread belief amongst middle-class educators that student success or problems is rooted in parental or personal failings rather than socioeconomic concerns; many of them do not understand that their students have not been afforded the same privileges that they were given. (Norman, P.C., 2016, p. 135.) In part, the biases may also be racialized, especially given that 1 in 5 racialized Canadians live in poverty, compared to 1 in 10 non-racialized Canadians living in poverty. (Government of Canada, 2013.) Given the high percentage of poor, racialized Canadians, the negative stereotypes that negatively affect people of colour (POC) are compounded with their low SES. 

An example of this issue is the aforementioned underrepresentation of low SES students in gifted programs, and their overrepresentation as having learning challenges. Although these can in part be attributed to the comparative lack of educational opportunities in low SES schools, it is also important to note that this can be tied to stereotyping as well. For example, Black and Latinx students in elementary school are less likely to be identified as able learners or placed in enriched and/or accelerated educational streams (Oakes, 1990, p. 160.)	 This is important to note because of the Canadians currently living in poverty, almost a quarter of them are Black and Latinx; thus, Black and Latinx students are statistically less likely than non-racialized students to have access to tutors, special programs, schools with a sizeable budget and resources to purchase experiment materials and the like, and/or math/science after-school programs. (Oakes, 1990, p. 180.) Despite this, black students in particular often express the most positive attitudes about math and science throughout their schooling (Oakes, 1990, p. 160), indicating that students are ready to learn, but that there is, in effect, a “breakdown” between student enthusiasm and academic instruction. This may be because students of a low SES may be given “lower-level thinking tasks” more often than complex ones, and may find their enthusiasm waning due to the lack of challenge. (Norman, P.C., 2016, p. 142.) It may be because of the teacher’s attitudes; the students may eventually pick up on the fact that they are considered “lazy” or “incapable” if they are not successful, and avoid academic encounters. There is also the possibility that, due to the middle-class teachers’ own ideas of what experiences are normal, students have difficulty relating to their teachers, and a breakdown in communication may occur (Norman, P. C., 2016, p. 152.) Regardless of the reasoning, it is important for teachers to check their own internalized biases when teaching students of any SES, and ensure they do not interfere negatively with their instruction and/or interaction.

Overall, the lack of resources in school, increased pressure at home, and implicit bias from teachers are three pressing factors for students of a low SES. Although a student may not be affected by all of these issues at once (and based on other aspects of their societal positionality and/or circumstances, may have had an entirely divergent experience), these aspects of poverty/low-income households are recurring in people’s lived experiences. Teachers must make an effort to acknowledge the realities of their students and act accordingly, as well as participating in activism, fundraising and/or awareness-raising events for low SES schools and students. 
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