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Introduction

Children living in poverty or low-income families are prevalent in our elementary schools.  Politicians and media often report that children of poverty are in “crisis” or that we need to declare a “war” on poverty.  What war?  Who is fighting who?  What is the crisis?  Poverty is a way of life, a culture, not everyone chooses it, but they deal with it.  Using phrases like the ones above give a negative connotation to families living in low income situations.  A war has never been declared on the Hispanic or Russian culture in America.  Schools are given the daunting task to “fix poverty”, but their true mission is to provide an education and transform children into learners.   Working with students from a culture of poverty is not something to be fixed for society.  Schools are there to accommodate, respect, and support families of low income.  The goal should be to give these children the best possible education. This goal can be accomplished through an evaluative look at student learning, teaching practice, curriculum, and school organization. 
A Brief History

A reflection on history shows that a class system has always existed, whether researching the United States or any other country.  Since colonization began in America, so did the advent of a class system.  As certain colonies became established and learned how to meet their basic needs, they rose up the class ladder.  New immigrants moved into the area and began the climb on the bottom rung.  As colonies became successful and survival was not an immediate issue, their thoughts turned toward education, literacy and concern for lower classes having access to academics.  This is the underlying goal, even today, but it changes to students having access to strong academics and the best possible education.

Poverty as a constant brings about an attitude from those in power or more affluent that it is a problem to be fixed and that children living in this situation are in danger of becoming wild.  In the 1700’s, religious folks set out to educate the backcountry settlers and were met with an unwelcome attitude. (Urban, 20)  An attitude that persists in our current education system as parents living in poverty can be defensive and irritable when schools “interfere.” (Duncan, 3)  When a family is trying to meet basic needs and survive, education is not always a priority.  Educators in the 1700’s tried to reach out and solve illiteracy of the lower class through home visits, developing charity schools, or free programs through their homes and churches.  During the late 1800’s, the industrialization of America really brought about “visible” poverty, as city slums arose.  This new, city poverty was not defined by one race, so much as a working class.  Again, those sitting higher on the class ladder looked at the “wild” children of this poverty class and took it upon themselves to solve it.  Schools became the answer as they were labeled “instruments of social policy to solve nation’s problems.” (Urban, 160) The early 1900’s transformed the urban poor from a nagging problem to a major crisis.  (Urban, 197)  Even through the great depression, a class system still existed, it just became low and lower, instead of middle and low income.  In the mid 1900’s, poverty continued to rise and eradication became the goal. (Urban, 324)  Finally, in the 1960’s, Lyndon Johnson declared a “war on poverty.”  (Urban, 327)  This continual use of negative terminology treats poverty like a plague to be dealt with or something to be escaped, when in fact it is a persisting culture.  I think it holds true that education offers opportunities to any student to better their lives and become responsible, educated citizens in American society.
How Students Learn
Students of poverty face many challenges that other, more affluent students do not.  This impacts their ability to learn when they enter the classroom.  In the 1700’s, children learned to read and write through memorization.  (Urban, 44)  Many low-income children likely, learned skills through hands-on chores offered by parents. Continuing into the 1800’s, just offering an opportunity to kids to receive an education was considered enough.  The Common School relied on repetition and recitation (Urban, 95), which was not conducive to children from working families, who often missed a lot of school.  Eventually schools of thought began to surface and a closer look at how children learn, even those in poverty, was researched.  As the research has continued into the 21st century, teachers can now gain a better understanding of how children learn and what impacts student learning in the classroom.  Students living in a culture of poverty are more likely to have a learning disability, emotional and/or behavior problems, exposure to child abuse, neglect, and violence, and chronic sickness.  (Duncan, 1)  They face hunger, sleep deprivation, and low confidence issues.  This impacts how they take in and remember information everyday, as well as, develop as learners.  It is imperative that teachers try to understand each child in their class as an individual learner, including strengths, weaknesses, and especially home environment.  This understanding will help to paint a picture of the student as a learner. 
Teaching Practice
After teachers have discovered their students as learners and what obstacles they face, an evaluation of teaching practices can be done.  In the beginning, educators simply had to deliver information to be learned without much thought as to how to present it because students would recite until they had memorized the facts.  In the 1800’s, Horace Mann introduced thinking about the child and his or her interests when presenting subject matter. (Urban, 104)  This is a key component to teaching curriculum today, especially with students of poverty.  Teachers should engage them through their interests when presenting literacy and math skills.  John Dewey, during the late 1800’s, felt school was a social institution, a part of society and that teachers should align school with real-life experiences. (Urban, 218-219)  Students need to relate what they learn to the relevance of their life, especially if academics are not valued at home.  The lives of children in poverty should not be ignored, but instead supported and respected.  “However, we must stop protecting ourselves, because protecting ourselves in this way is hurting children as they begin to disconnect from school. The silencing of children's stories makes their lives seem worthless.” (Jones, 8)  Teachers should be prepared and patient when dealing with children who face difficult home environments, learning disabilities, and behavioral problems.  Students in low income families were interviewed and stated that their favorite teachers made personal connections with them, portrayed kindness, caring, humor and did not yell. (McDermott, 15)  Teachers need to listen to kids and what they value.  They should have strategies for helping students with chronic absenteeism and develop a classroom that is a safe, organized and consistent place for students to thrive in.  
Curriculum
Just as teachers need to provide multiple strategies and activities to meet the needs of a child in poverty, so does the district curriculum.  Deciding what books to use and what should be taught in schools, has become more relevant and complicated, than the days of The New England Primer.  Curriculum began as a study of moral education and religious history.  With the rise of industrialization, the curriculum began to include training for the workforce in addition to classical studies. (Urban, 208)  Currently, there is still a commitment to classical studies and trade skills, but I think the curriculum has changed a lot to include how students’ learn and best teaching practices.  The content continues to change as society changes.  Technology has become a huge part of what and how students’ learn.  All Schools should have equal access to computers, digital boards, document cameras, etc.  Some literacy curriculum has been developed, specifically for students of poverty, including Success for All.  It is important that curriculum and literature choices reflect student’s cultural backgrounds.  Flexibility of material choice within the district should exist, when one school’s population is significantly different than the others.  
School Organization

In the mid 1800’s, the school was a place of order and conformity that equaled a long term solution to the urban problem. (Urban, 178)  While conformity is not a solution, the idea of a shared vision of what a school catering to students of poverty is.  Attendance has been the primary obstacle for children of poverty since schools began and continues today even with compulsory attendance laws.  Schools need to offer incentives for students who come to school, such as celebrations for those children who miss very few days or none at all.  Teachers need ample time for planning and access to resources.  They need support in the classroom, especially in light of rising class sizes.  Schools and districts should work to limit class sizes for an optimal learning environment.  Teaching small groups of students helps teachers to alter curriculum and personalize instruction, stay academically focused, expect students to read more, create projects, and write everyday. (Pechman, 7)  Schools should create links between families and community, through family programs and tutoring programs.  Professional development should be offered to help teachers understand their student population, such as Ruby Payne’s research, and work on creating a link with the family.  Finally, Head Start is an integral program to help low income children feel successful when they start Kindergarten.  Head Start programs should continue and offer more opportunities and in different languages, such as Spanish or Russian.  The standards are rising every year and there is a noticeable difference between the students that come in from preschool and those that don’t, usually from families of poverty.  
Reflection on Personal Practice
I feel there is too much negativity surrounding the poverty class.  I want to help eliminate this fear and ignorance that others project on the lower class.  I work hard to educate myself on how to offer my students the best possible education, but also the best possible environment.  Safety and consistency are key elements for my classroom.  My lessons are built around student interest and engagement.  I want the kids to WANT to come to school.  My character includes characteristics I want my students to portray, including caring, listening, respectful and supportive.  These qualities help to build a classroom community.  I have tried my best to eliminate a huge money requirement from parents.  My supply list is small and I have them provide snack if they can.  I am willing to teach skills outside of the curriculum if necessary, such as, stress coping, independence, and healthy habits.  I realize I need to develop even more understanding of my students’ situations and not be afraid to let them talk about certain topics as Stephanie Jones comments on.  I have an even deeper value for the curriculum my school has chosen for literacy.  I see the various components relevance to the student population.  The two biggest words I remember when teaching students of poverty are patience and flexibility.  This helps me to be successful and the students as well.
Conclusion

One constant in American history is that lower income students perform poorer than other, more affluent students.    It is important for children to feel successful in the classroom, so they can continue this through their educational career.  In the mid 1700’s, a missionary stated after he attempted to educate those living in the backcountry that they were the “lowest vilest scum of mankind” and that “they delight in their present low, lazy, sluttish, heathenish, hellish life and seem not desirous of changing it.” (Urban, 21)  This attitude continues today, and educators need to cast a positive and encouraging light on learning, so that students can build their confidence.  The Coleman Report of 1964 reflected the lack of educational opportunities for poor and issues relating to students’ educational achievement. (Urban, 315)  A teacher’s job, as well as the school, is to offer a more even learning field for students.  It is not a war on poverty any longer; it is a war on inequalities in education.
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