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Diversity presents itself in several different fonnats in today's society. People may differ 

from one another in terms oftheir age, religion, gender, and much more. One's diverse 
background serves to shape his or her life experiences. Whether conscious of it or not, everyone 
is influenced by their backgrounds. Children are not exempt from this fact. Even on the very first 
day ofkindergarten, students may be on disparate playing fields due to their upbringing. While 
one student may already possess basic literacy and numeracy skills, another may be lacking 
significant linguistic knowledge. Socioeconomic class and ethnicity, two factors under the 
umbrella tenn of diversity, have been proven to affect an elementary student's educational 
attainment more than all other components of a child's home life. The underlying reasons 
responsible for this correlation are numerous. Children's sentiments towards schooling and their 
academic potential are threatened if they grew up and developed in an adverse environment. 
However, all hope is not lost. Certain instructional strategies, if employed in the classroom, have 
served to foster resilience amongst at-risk youth. School districts, such as the Aldine Independent 
School District located in Houston, Texas, have begun to utilize these successful methods, and 
affected students have greatly blossomed in the classroom. Although socioeconomic class and 
ethnicity can negatively impact a child's educational development, the challenge can be 
overcome. 
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Overcoming Backgrounds: An In-Depth Analysis of the Effects of Socioeconomic Class and 
Ethnicity on Elementary Students 

A second grade teacher stands at the classroom door, anxiously awaiting the arrival of her 

twenty-five students on a beautiful August morning. Her mind swims with goals and ideas for 

the upcoming year. She feels confident that each and every one of her students will come eager 

to learn and flourish in the classroom. The teacher excitedly greets each new student as they file 

in and take their seats. As the morning progresses, the second grade educator begins to discover 

various disheartening realizations. While the majority of the learners fulfill her hopes, a select 

few are falling short of her high expectations. Already, these students are displaying symptoms 

of a lack of enthusiasm and overall displeasure for school. As the year progresses, her struggles 

further intensify. The teacher constantly struggles to connect with these children. Their lack of 

participation frustrates her, and the students never respond to any intrinsic or extrinsic 

motivational prompts. Direct teacher instruction produces minimal success. Communication with 

their parents fails to bring forth any changes. As any educator would, she questions the 

underlying causes of her students' behaviors. What can she do to correct the undesirable 

situation? What is the real issue at play in her classroom? 

Teachers are the masters of their classrooms. They are the ones making the crucial 

decisions concerning the material the students learn, how they approach and apply new skills, 

and how they are assessed. Teachers are fearless leaders. Not only do they assist students in their 

intellectual development, but they also support their personal, social, and physical well-being. 

However, educators can only manage what occurs in the classroom. Instructors cannot control 

children's backgrounds. 

Children of the United States are extremely diverse. According to Merriam-Webster ':; 

Dictionary, the definition of diversity is "the condition of having or being composed of differing 
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elements." Diversity presents itself in several formats in the school setting. Students may come 

from a low or high socioeconomic family. A child's parents may speak little to no English. A 

student may live in a household run by a single parent who is struggling to make ends meet. The 

list goes on and on, but whatever the case, all students are impacted by their home lives, and this 

influence does not end at the school entrance doors. The home life of a child plays a crucial role 

in how a student regards school, responds to learning, and succeeds academically, socially, and 

personally. 

As stated previously, diversity is composed of several different elements. Socioeconomic 

class and ethnicity are perhaps two of the most prominent factors, varying greatly from family to 

family and student to student. Class and ethnicity, more than any other diversity components, 

playa huge hand in determining how children perfonn in and react to a classroom environment. 

But, to what extent are students affected by their upbringing? And, more importantly, what can 

teachers and school districts do in order to help children overcome their challenging backgrounds 

and place them on an even playing field in the classroom? 

Socioeconomic Class 

Every child grows up in a unique household situation. While one student may live a 

comfortable life free from economic pains and toils, another learner may constantly experience 

the daily hardships of living right at the poverty line. These two students may be of the same age, 

race, religion, etc., and they may even be classmates learning under the instruction of the same 

teacher. However, their lives outside of the school walls are completely opposite. The reason for 

this discrepancy lies in the socioeconomic differences between their home lives. 

"Socioeconomic status depends on a combination of variables, including occupation, 

education, income, wealth, and place of residence" (Onzima 3). A wide spectrum exists in 
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regards to socioeconomic class. At one end of the spectrum lie the high-class citizens. Higher

class individuals are often characterized by leading lives full of security. They often work in 

occupations that yield an impressive salary and insurance benefits. Their families reside in safe, 

comfortable homes filled with all the necessary life staples, such as food and water (Onzinla 5). 

The assumption is not to be nlade that higher-class families lead lives free from stressors. They 

too experience daily strains; however, their socioeconomic status suggests that their households 

are a great deal more stable than those families whose class lies at the opposite end of the 

spectrum. 

Completely opposite of higher-class families are the lower-class relations. Citizens 

falling into this realm experience daily instability. They stress about whether or not they will be 

able to provide a meal for dinner each night. Their children exist in potentially unsafe, unclean 

environments. They hope and wish that their young kin never fall ill due to their lack of medical 

insurance and money. Unemployment is the nonn as folks struggle to secure any form of work. 

Hardships worsen as families sink further and further below the poverty line (Barrow and Rouse 

2). They fall into a vicious cycle with little hope of ever escaping. 

Clearly, socioeconomic status is not equal from family to fanlily. Economic status is a 

factor beyond the control ofan elementary aged child. If two students' home lives are extremely 

unequal, how does this translate to the classroom? Are all discrepancies lost or are they further 

intensified? 

Socioeconomic Status in the Classroom 

Students seldom march into their very first classroom knowing how to learn on their own. 

Children must be taught how to learn and acquire new skills. Children of a higher SES 

background typically begin to learn this critical skill in their toddler years whereas their 
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counterparts of a lower economic status may have limited or no prior experience with acquiring 

new knowledge independently leading up to their first day ofkindergarten. Already, children are 

affected by their backgrounds and exist on different learning levels. "Attaining primary 

education is not natural. It is influenced by many imbalances including parents' social and 

economic experiences (socio-economic status)" (Onzima 3). John Locke created a theory entitled 

Tabula Rasa. He stated that all children are clean slates upon their birth only to be 'written on' 

and influenced by the people they come into contact with as well as their environment 

(Duschinsky 6). If this theory holds true, all students enter their first day of kindergarten on 

disparate playing tields. Socioeconomic class shapes the way that students view and perfonn in 

school even fronl the very first day. 

A5 stated earlier, higher-class families are blessed with a constant sense of security and 

stability. Young children developing under these fortunate circumstances encounter several 

wonderful, educational experiences at a clitical age. Their families have the means necessary to 

provide unique opportunities for their young, such as embarking on adventures to museums or 

enrolling in extracurricular activities (Oakes 7). Older siblings and parents read to their toddlers 

and encourage them to practice basic skills, such as letter recognition and simple addition. These 

young learners' blank slates begin to be covered with wonderful skills and memories. "Children 

from a high or middle socioeconomic class are generally bright-eyed and eager to absorb any 

new knowledge in which they come into contact" (Oakes 8). 

In contrast, learners growing up in a poverty-ridden household are generally devoid of 

rich experiences. Rather than participating in unique opportunities, the children are struggling 

with the pains of poverty. As much as their kin may wish to present their youngsters with 

meaningful experiences, they are financially unable to do so (Barrow and Rouse 5). Learners 
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living in low-income situations are not offered the same chances to satiate their thirst for 

knowledge. "Low-SES children are less likely to go on trips, visit a library or museum> attend a 

theatrical performance> or be given lessons directed at enhancing their skills" (Bradley and 

Corwyn 381). Their curiosity begins to subside as they realize that their questions and 

educational needs may never be satisfied. Their parents may have never finished school 

themselves; therefore, they struggle to find employment with a substantial and steady income 

without possession of a high school diploma. Therefore, no matter how great their desire, these 

individuals simply cannot afford to provide their young children with meaningful, educational 

experiences outside of the home. Older family members often fail to challenge their young 

academically. They do not encourage the use of new and complex vocabulary. "Children from 

low-SES families often begin kindergarten with significantly less linguistic knowledge" 

("Children, Youth" 2). 

On the first day of kindergarten, two students enter their new classroom, greeted by the 

same teacher. One grew up in the former socioeconomic setting, the other in the latter. The 

higher-class student rushes excitedly into the classroom, waving goodbye to family members. 

The other child hesitantly enters the same room, anxiously wondering what to expect. Studies 

have overwhelmingly proven that even from the very first day of school, students already regard 

school in differing ways depending upon their prior experiences up to that point (Onzima 6). 

Students of a higher socioeconomic status arrive to school feeling confident, already knowing 

several key skills, whereas their counterparts may understand only the bare minimum and feel 

unmotivated and nervous. Already, from day one, this latter group is behind. "Upon that first 

critical day of kindergarten, high socioeconomic students have already acquired the necessary 
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skill sets required for success. Students are ready to further their education, whereas students ofa 

lower status need to start from square one" (Oakes 12). 

As children progress through their schooling, the gap between the two groups holds 

steady. Overall, higher-socioeconomic students' success rates range from average to accelerated. 

Studies have identified probable underlying reasons for this trend. When students leave school at 

the conclusion of a school day, their educational support continues at home (Oakes 12). Their 

parents, who have often attended higher educational institutes, tutor their children at home and 

assist them with homework assignments and test preparation. School content is discussed at 

home, and the students are given plenty of opportunities to make meaningful life connections to 

any new subject matter (Oakes 10). Families are involved and invested in what is taking place in 

their child's classroom. "High-SES parents engage children in more conversations, read to them 

more, and provide more teaching experiences" (Bradley and Corwyn 382). High expectations are 

put into place, and~ more often than not, the students will work to surpass them. "Every new 

school day is a new learning adventure for middle to high status children. The support bestowed 

on them serves to make them unstoppable in the classroom" (Onzima 7). 

Typically, students of a lower socioeconomic status are not so fortunate. Upon leaving 

the schoolhouse at the conclusion of each day, homework and test preparation are the last items 

on the minds of these young students. Possibly, plaguing the minds of the children are dilemmas 

such as how to acquire food for the evening's meal, remaining safe in their living situation for 

the night, providing care for younger siblings, or running an entire household (Bradley and 

Corwyn 381). Due to economic strains, families and parents fail to devote muc~ ifany, time and 

energy into fueling their children's education. "Low-SES parents are less likely to purchase 

reading and learning materials for their children, less likely to take their children to educational 
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and cultural events, and less likely to regulate the amount of TV their children watch" (Bradley 

and Corwyn 382). Students developing in households of this nature begin to lack motivation for 

school. Succeeding in school slips lower and lower on their priority list. 

Income is a critical factor taken into consideration when determining the socioeconomic 

status of a household. Insufficient household income plays a crucial hand in determining how 

students respond and perform in school. Oftentimes, students may not possess the necessary 

tools to practice their skills at home. For example, the same two students mentioned in the 

previous scenario receive the same homework assignment at the conclusion of the school day. 

The first child returns home to a high-SES household, fully equipped with pencils, paper, and all 

other essential school supplies. The young learner flies through the assignnlent with minimal 

issues, applying all the new knowledge learned that day. In contrast, the second individual 

arrives home to an environment lacking in basic educational materials. Without a pencil or paper, 

this learner cannot complete his or her classroom task. Critical skill sets fail to be reinforced 

through meaningful homework assignments for these learners because their household is not 

readily supplied for learning. "As a result of lack of necessary school materials in the home 

setting, low-SES children more frequently experience school failure (even in the early grades), 

which moves them on a trajectory of either conduct problems, withdrawal behaviors, failing test 

scores, and grade level repetitionn (Bradley and Corwyn 382). Several case studies have 

indicated that students who fail to complete homework assignments negatively react to school 

the following day (Onzima 7). They assume aggressive attitudes and quickly become defensive 

to any sort of questioning by the teacher as to why the assignment was not completed. Some 

learners undergo great frustrations. Whatever the response, these young children are already 

beginning to regard school in a negative light. This negativity transfers to a sense of 
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helplessness. "Students in low income families often begin to feel that no matter how hard they 

try, their efforts are for naught" (Oakes 15). Learners enduring situations similar to the previous 

example begin to feel beaten down and frustrated, and these sentiments translate to a disdain for 

school and a lowering of academic achievement. 

Children affected by low-income levels often fall ill more often than their higher-SES 

classmates. The causes of sickness can take on many forms, ranging from inadequate nutrition to 

overexposure to harmful viruses and bacteria (Bradley and Corwyn 380). Not only do these 

students frequently feel under the weather, but studies have also shown that they stay sicker for a 

longer period of time. "Poor children often have no medical insurance and, thus, are more likely 

to use emergency rooms for medical care and may be in more advanced stages of illness before 

being treated" (Bradley and Corwyn 380). 

A direct correlation exists between low-SES status and low attendance rates in schools 

(Barrow and Rouse 7). One of the core reasons responsible for said correlation is the high illness 

rate amongst students of a lower social standing. Not attending school can only inhibit one's 

ability to learn and succeed academically. "Children in impoverished settings are much more 

likely to be absent from school throughout their educational experiences, further increasing the 

learning gap between them and their wealthier peers" ("Children, Youth" 2). If a student is 

absent for even just one school day, he or she faces a considerable challenge in making up for the 

lost time. Research has proven that elementary students who miss even just 3% of the school 

year due to absences typically experience a 10% decrease in test scores and reading levels 

(Bradley and Corwyn 389). 

As stated previously, students from middle to high SES homes typically arrive to the 

classroom on the first day of kindergarten equipped with wonderful experiences serving to 
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further their academic potential. Unfortunately, the reverse situation also rings true. Children of a 

lower status may survive under extremely adverse conditions, such as dilapidated housing, 

unsanitary water, complete lack of food, and, in extreme situations, abuse or neglect. "Lower 

SES has been linked to domestic crowding, a condition which has negative consequences for 

adults and children, including higher psychological stress and poor health outcomes" ("Children, 

Youth" 2). Due to these unfortunate circumstances, children do not arrive at school ready and 

willing to learn. Rather, the students are exhausted, hungry, and possibly hurting. Their potential 

for learning and academic success is tampered significantly. Retention of new material 

diminishes by 20% compared to their wealthier classmates (Onzima 4). Students living in 

poverty stricken situations view school as more of a safe-haven rather than a place of learning 

(Oakes 11). Children arriving to school from settings such as these lack the motivation and 

enthusiasm for learning and applying new skills. They are relatively unaffected by failing test 

scores and incomplete homework assignments. Poverty has served to severely limit their 

academic potential (Bradley and Corwyn 380). 

However, not all low socioeconomic households are detrimental to young learners. Of 

course, there are always the unique situations that work against the norm. In much the same way, 

the assumption must not be made that alliow-SES parents do not care about the success of their 

children. Rather, research has shown that oftentimes parents living in low income and poverty

ridden situations wish they could do more to help their children succeed. Circumstances such as 

working mUltiple jobs, being employed on evening shifts, or taking care of numerous young 

children often prevent parents from becoming more invested in the education of their young 

learners. 
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Ethnicity 

People inherit several characteristics that serve to shape their lives and personalities. One 

such trait is ethnicity. In the world today, there are several different ethnic classifications. 

Although the two tenus are often used interchangeably, race and ethnicity are quite different. 

According to Merriam-Webster's Dictionary, the definition of race is "a category of humankind 

that shares certain distinctive physical traits." In comparison, Merriam-Webster 's defines 

ethnicity as "a particular affiliation or group." Caucasian, African American, and Asian are all 

examples of race with skin color acting as the defining physical trait separating each grouping. 

Race does not take into consideration the behavioral or cultural tendencies of a group of people; 

rather, race is detennined solely by similar physical features found amongst a group ofpeople. 

Ethnicity is significantly more complex. People with the same ethnicity share a common 

history, and, more often than not, a common language and religion. Latin Americans are an 

example of an ethnic group classification. All ethnicities are exceptional. Accompanying any 

ethnic group are cultural traditions, customs, expectations, and history. Physical characteristics 

are not taken into consideration when defming and classifying ethnic groupings (Barrow and 

Rouse 4). 

Ethnicity falls under the umbrella definition of diversity. Just as students lack any control 

over their socioeconomic status, they are also powerless in detennining their race and ethnicity. 

Children are affected by their ethnicity, and this influence finds its way into elementary 

classrooms. Ethnic groups regard school in unique manners, and this sentiment is passed along to 

their young. Whereas one unit may regard education with the utmost respect and esteem, another 
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may deem education pointless. Whatever the case may be, children pick up and mirror this 

influence even at a very young age. 

Just like socioeconomic status, children escort their ethnic influences into the classroom. 

Their ethnicity and culture determine how they view school and respond to learning. How great 

an influence does ethnicity actually bestow in the elementary classroom? Is this authority 

beneficial, detrimental, or can it be both? 

Ethnicity in the Classroom 

"Every culture has principles, which are passed down from generation to generation. 

Cultures uphold firm beliefs and values on a variety of topics, including households, health, 

education, and leisure" (Oakes 27). As stated previously, theorist John Locke firmly believed 

that all children enter the world as blank slates only to be influenced by their environments and 

the prominent people in their lives (Duschinsky 6). A child's Tabula Rasa is definitely impacted 

by his or her ethnicity. Students grow and develop adhering to distinct ethnic traditions and 

customs. They begin to form and sustain certain cultural ideals. Even before their very first day 

of kindergarten, learners' blank slates have been 'written upon,' and the impact is not abandoned 

at the school entrance. Students arrive to their very first day of school and are already extremely 

different from one another due to their backgrounds. Ethnicity serves to mold a child's response 

to school as well as his or her academic performance in the classroom. 

As stated earlier, every ethnicity is accompanied by ideals, beliefs, traditions, and 

customs. Education is only one of a myriad of topics affected by ethnicity. Different cultures 

view schooling and education in unique ways based upon prior experiences or history. "The 

educational viewpoints held by the adults in any ethnic grouping are transferred into expectations 

for the children and students of that same variety" (Onzima 8). While one group may hold 
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education in the highest esteem and push students to their fullest potential, another family unit of 

a different ethnic background may only send their children to school because it is a requirement 

by the law and fail to place any worth on obtaining a formal education. Children mirror these 

sentiments even at a young age when just beginning primary school, and their opinions further 

intensify as they progress into higher grade levels. 

"Cultures that value education are characterized by several wonderful attributes. Citizens 

are passionate about learning and constantly seek out opportunities to expand their knowledge 

base" (Oakes 17). Hundreds of cultures view education as the key to success economically, 

professionally, and personally (Oakes 18). Fonnal schooling is considered a necessary 

component for a contented life for families of certain ethnic groups. Generations of families 

entered the school system, progressed through the grade levels, and attended various universities 

for the pursuit of higher education. Upon graduating college, these citizens utilized their degrees 

in order to develop professional careers. This process is repeated again and again over time as 

the importance of education is passed down through family lines. Adult family members serve as 

role models to young children, constantly demonstrating the worth of education (Onzima 14). 

They discuss how attending school helped them obtain a job and provide for a household. 

Examples of groups that have historically viewed schooling in this manner include, but are 

certainly not limited to, Asian Americans and European Americans (Bradley and Corwyn 382). 

Typically, children from ethnic backgrounds such as these examples grow up regarding school in 

a positive light. They are excited and ready to follow in the footsteps already outlined for them 

by their culture. 

Other factions treat education much differently. Rather than viewing fonnal instruction as 

the golden ticket to a better lifestyle, these citizens may deem schooling as less important or even 
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altogether unnecessary. Several reasons may be responsible for this sentiment. A culture may be 

deeply rooted in a particular religion and sincerely trust that no other teachings are nearly as 

critical as those learned from doctrine (Bradley and Corwyn 384). Another lmderlying cause for 

a lowered appreciation of instruction is due to the occupations adults commonly select. Rather 

than pursuing vocations where a college degree is absolutely mandatory, these individuals 

practice trades requiring more field experience and less classroom wisdom. Examples of such 

professions include agriculture, mining, and carpentry. Certain ethnicities value only a few select 

lines of work and almost every adult finds employment in one of those predetermined careers 

(Bradley and Corwyn 385). Historically, Native Americans are one such ethnic group. Children 

absorb their cultural surroundings, and, even at a very young age, they are already aware that 

they too will more than likely take upon one of these jobs. Yet another reason for a lesser 

emphasis on education is that parents and guardians may hold high expectations for their 

children in other aspects of life besides learning, such as upholding cultural traditions, practicing 

a certain religion, or learning different skill sets not taught in formal school (Bradley and 

Corwyn 386). Rather than pushing children to succeed inside the school walls and reach their 

utmost academic potentials, adults in certain cultures exert a great deal more energy in other 

aspects of the children's lives. Students detect their elders' sentiments toward education and 

begin to form their own reactions and thoughts about school before ever stepping foot in a 

classroom. 

The setting is once again the first day of kindergarten. Two students of the same age and 

same socioeconomic status enter the brightly lit classroom. The energetic teacher greets each 

student in tum. The tirst student, who had grown up surrounded by a culture empowered by 

education, excitedly looks about the classroom and eagerly anticipates the upcoming year. The 
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latter student enters the classroom feeling an impending sense of unease. This student has heard 

very little about school and has little idea of what to expect. Perhaps, the child's family members 

never spoke highly of education. This young learner feels anxious and would much rather return 

to the comforts ofhome. Research has proven that students are deeply affected by their 

immediate fanlily members as well as their prior experiences leading up to their primary school 

years (Onzima 12). These factors serve in detennining how a student will regard and respond to 

instruction from day one. A student of an ethnic background that praises education will arrive to 

school ready to learn new skills and conquer new challenges. He or she developed in an 

environment supported by educated family members who spent the time explaining why school 

is so critical as well as why learning is exciting and important (Oakes 10). In contrast, the latter 

student experienced a different home life and cultural background. Rather than hearing about the 

benefits of schooling, this young learner may have instead gathered that education is not nearly 

as important as other cultural aspects, such as religion, traditional professions, and other customs 

(Oakes 11). The child's adult role models may have never attended school or may have dropped 

out at a very young age. Therefore, this student, rather than hearing about the importance of 

working hard in school, may have listened to complaints or gripes about school. "Children are 

comparable to sponges. They soak up the words of others, especially their parents' and 

grandparents', and begin to take on their opinions as their own" (Bradley and Corwyn 380). The 

young learner enters the kindergarten classroom on the first day feeling unmotivated or even 

worried about the upcoming school year due to his or her background experiences and prior 

knowledge concerning school up to that point. 

As stated previously, children of an ethnic makeup that historically respects and 

highly regards education will have been exposed to the positives of education. Parents and other 
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adult role models of the same ethnicity begin to discuss the ins and outs of school with children 

beginning when they are rather young (Bradley and Corwyn 382). They share their own school 

experiences and take the time to constantly reiterate the purpose of obtaining a formal education. 

Adults question their young students about what profession they would like to go to college for 

in the future (Barrow and Rouse 6). Family members work with youngsters to develop necessary 

skills, such as letter recognition and emergent problem solving, in the hopes that they will be 

better prepared for formal schooling. "Several cultures deem education one of the most important 

ingredients in creating a successful, contented life. Parents who went to college, earned degrees, 

and pursued professional careers expect the same from their children and will do anything within 

their power to ensure their children's educational success" (Barrow and Rouse 7). Hundreds of 

cultures and ethnic groups revere education as highly crucial for the future success and well

being of children. Adults and parents in these cultural communities become active partners with 

the schools through nleans such as volunteering or becoming active members in organizations 

such as Parent Teacher Associations (PTA). Students are supported academically and 

intellectually both inside and outside the school walls. "Parental involvement serves to ensure 

academic victories amongst young children. Students are expected to achieve, and they want to 

satisfy these expectations~' (Barrow and Rouse 7). Children arriving to their first day of school 

from an educationally rich ethnic background are typically prepared and motivated tor their 

educational careers to begin. Their paths to success have been discussed in depth, and these 

young learners are eager to begin their school journeys. 

Students of ethnicities that do not treat education as a core value fare a bit differently in 

the school setting. However, a disclaimer must first be made that not all families of a certain 

ethnic background treat education with a lowered sense of appreciation. Likewise, not all 
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families of certain ethnic backgrounds treat education with a heightened sense ofappreciation. 

The ethnicity examples, which will soon be described, are mere generalizations and examples of 

trends found throughout history and in research studies. Even though families are ofa certain 

ethnic background, one should not immediately assume that the children of these families are at 

an automatic educational disadvantage. Rather, many families work against the nonn their 

upbringing has set forth and greatly respect formal education. 

As stated previously, all ethnicities are characterized by certain unique attributes, 

including, but not limited to, traditions, religious affiliation, language, and core beliefs. Many 

ethnic groups advocate that religion is the most vital life component (Onzima 7). Parents desire 

to instill religious values in their children above all else. Rather than focusing a great majority of 

energy towards preparing learners for the school setting, adults of certain cultures strive to teach 

their children important religious doctrine (Oakes 13). Children are better trained for worship 

than for fonnal learning. "Religion is a key component for several different cultures. The highest 

wish for any parent in a religiously driven culture is for the youth to become virtuous adults 

before anything else- before scholars, before professionals, and before athletes" (Barrow and 

Rouse 7). Having not been as prepared for formal schooling, many students feel unsure about 

formal education, especially in public school systems where religion remains an untouched topic. 

Rather than motivated to dive right into learning new skills, many learners feel hesitant and 

question whether or not these new abilities will aid them in exceeding their parents' 

expectations. Back at the home front, older family members in these spiritually inclined cultures 

devote less time to assisting students with homework in favor of spending the majority of 

extracurricular moments in religious organizations, worshipping, or studying doctrine (Onzima 

12). '~Children can easily sense a depreciated value of education, and, therefore, dedicate less of 
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their own vigor towards succeeding on homework assignments and other classroom tasks" 

(Bradley and Corwyn 384). 

Many cultures are characterized by only a few select occupations. Almost every adult in 

such a culture is employed in one of the predetermined careers. Examples of such occupations 

include fanning and ranching. As generations pass, the trend continues. Children mature and 

develop while leamingthe tricks of their culture's trade from older family menlbers (Oakes 12). 

Rather than stressing the importance of learning basic school skills such as addition and 

subtraction, parents emphasize developing an aptitude for the family business (Oakes 13). 

"College is not the ultimate end goal for certain cultures; rather, students work towards filling 

their elders' footsteps in the family vocation. Children do not hurry home to complete homework 

assignments as much as they rush to aid their parents and siblings in the workplace" (Bradley 

and Corwyn 385). As children progress through the grade levels, they typically begin to feel 

frustrated. They are already full aware of their future job callings and would rather spend 

valuable hours immersed in activities more nleaningful and relevant to their futures. Lower test 

scores and incomplete homework assignments hardly faze these students who are already driven 

to succeed in other fonns outside of the classroom. 

History has revealed again and again that children are less likely to pursue higher 

education ifone or both parents dropped out of school institutions at young ages (Onzima 27). 

"While national dropout rates have steadily declined, dropout rates for children whose parents 

had also dropped out ofthe school system have steadily increased. Anywhere from 60% to 70% 

of students in living in these (educationally adverse) family situations fail to graduate from high 

school'~ ("Children, Youth" 2). Reasons for exiting fonnal schooling at early age vary. Research 

has uncovered that perhaps one of the most common reasons lies in the fact that the cultures with 
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the highest dropout rates value instant gratification over long-term dedication (Onzima 26). 

"Many young African Anlerican students are enticed by earning steady wages in their teenage 

years and exit school in order to realize this desire~~ (Oakes 12). Rather than focusing on 

achieving top-notch grades and test scores in hopes of gaining admittance into a university~ many 

individuals seek instant gratification in a monetary form as soon as they are of a legal 

employment age. 

Trends have demonstrated that parents who dropped out of school typically do not have 

the fondest memories of the formal education system (Onzima 25). Rather than exciting children 

with stories of wonderful field trips and learning experiences, these adults unintentionally 

frighten their youth with their own personal horror stories of being in a classroom. "Prior 

research on student achievement in primary schools has shown parents' educational level to be a 

potent influence on student achievement" (Alexander and Entwistle 75). Students develop a 

sense of unease and distrust for the classroom even before experiencing one firsthand (Onzima 

26). Their adult role models usualJy do not set forth high expectations for academic success. 

Therefore, these students do not enter the school building on the first day of kindergarten filled 

with the same desire and passion for academic victories, as do their peers who come from 

backgrounds valuing education. When these learners return home at the conclusion of each 

school day, their guardians seldom question what new skills they are learning in class or sit down 

to check over their homework assignments (Bradley and Corwyn 386). Children maturing in 

these low expectation upbringings do not experience the same inkling to pursue higher 

education. They may witness older siblings exiting the high school setting before graduation day 

and form an understanding that education is not of utmost importance (Bradley and Corwyn 

385). This sentiment is only enhanced when a young student begins to take note of the fact that 
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their family members seem completely uninterested in volunteering for or attending school 

functions. "Oftentimes, adults who exited the school scene early dread attending parent teacher 

conferences, open houses, and other school functions for their own offspring due to the 

unpleasant memories of their own school experiences" (Barrow and Rouse 2). The student may 

attempt to infornl family members about his or her adventures during the school day only to be 

met with little response. "Parents who have dropped out of the education system at young ages 

provide their own children with less positive attention and less reinforcement for good academic 

performances. This increases the likelihood of negative interactions with teachers and classmates 

and an increased risk of failure" (Bradley and Corwyn 382). The child may begin to feel 

exasperated and form his or her own resentment towards school because of the lack of attention 

shown from his or her kin, possibly eventually leading to failing scores, grade level retention, 

and even dropping out of high school. Ethnicities who do not uphold education as a crucial core 

value typically represent a great percentage of failing test scores amongst elenlentary level 

students as well as high school dropout rates (Barrow and Rouse 3). 

An assumption should not be made that the adult role models and parents in a certain 

ethnic group are always the ones to condemn for students responding to school negatively or not 

achieving academic triumph. Young children possess an innate need to feel as though they 

belong (Duschinsky 1). When children feel different from others, they are met with feelings of 

doubt and insecurity. A common instigator of these unwanted sensations occurs when a child is 

of an ethnic upbringing unique from all others present in the classroom. "Children are keen in 

sensing when another peer is different. At the elementary level, children tend to shy away from 

the misunderstood" (Duschinsky 2). When a student enters the classroom on the very first day of 

elementary school and discovers that all the other learners speak a bit differently and interact in 
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an unfamiliar fashion, he or she may begin to feel troubled. As the year evolves, this youngster 

may continue to sense that he or she is out of place or even unwanted in the classroom. No 

matter the extent that education is reinforced on the home front, the student feels overwhelmed 

when at school and does not perfonn at his or her fullest potential. Kindergarten becomes 

associated with ill feelings all due to the fact that this young individual feels out of place because 

of his or her ethnic background and upbringing (Oakes 31). 

Every family is unique no matter their ethnicity. Although int1uenced by cultures, 

customs, and history, every family regards education differently. The trends previously described 

are not fact for every unit in every ethnic group. For example, a child of a background that has 

historically supported education may feel pessimistic about schooling beginning in the prinlary 

grades and eventually choose to leave high school prematurely. Another student in the same 

kindergarten classroom as the former may be intrinsically motivated to constantly strive to 

receive the top marks and grades every year in school and eventually graduate from an esteemed 

university with a doctoral degree even though his ethnicity valued other cultural aspects above 

education. Every family and every child is int1uenced by ethnicity and cultural upbringing; 

however, the scope of this power differs for each individual. Whatever the unique case may be, 

all children usher their ethnic background effects into the school walls. 

Socioeconomic Class and Ethnicity in the Aldine Independent School District 

"Located roughly 15 miles north of downtown Houston, Aldine Independent School 

District (I. S.D.) covers 111 square miles in an urban, industrial comer ofHarris County, Texas" 

(Lazarus and Togneri 2). Aldine I.S.D. has been proclaimed to be one of the most successful 

urban districts in the United States for the past seven years ("Student Data" 2). Looking solely at 

the demographics of this Texas school district, one would be astonished to hear that amazing 
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fact. Aldine I.S.D. serves an average of 64,000 students in 80 campuses every year for grades 

preschool thru twelfth grade ("Student Data" 3). Of these tens of thousands of children, about 

69.9% are classified as at-risk students. A learner is classified as at-risk if two or more of the 

seven potentially detrimental factors affect the student. Examples of these identified components 

include the student has at least one disability, the child lives in poverty, or the learner does not 

live with both parents (Lazarus and Togneri 2). In the 2009-2010 school year, an at-risk 

classification was bestowed upon 43,006 students ("Student Data" 3). The statistics appear even 

more dismal when discussing the percentage of economically disadvantaged children. A student 

is determined to be economically disadvantaged in the Aldine District if his or h~r family's 

socioeconomic level lies at or below the poverty line and/or the unit receives public assistance in 

the form ofFood Stamps and the like. The vast majority of Aldine learners, 84.3% or 52,000 

pupils, fall under this classification ("Student Data" 3). 

In terms of ethnicity, the demographic standings have been shifting tremendously over 

the past four decades. Minority ethnicities are quickly becoming the majority in Aldine ("Student 

Data" 4). Hispanic students compose about 66% of the student body with African Americans 

falling in second place with a 30% rate. Caucasian students make up a mere 3% ofthe population 

with Asian Americans following closely behind with a microscopic 1 % ("Student Data" 5). 

Ethnicity and socioeconomic class team up together to create challenging backgrounds 

for the greater part of the student body. Most Aldine students face seemingly insurmountable 

.barriers to achieving academic success due to their difficult home lives. Teachers, administrators, 

and staff personnel have witnessed firsthand several, if not all, of the trends previously described 

in AIdine elementary schools and classrooms. When asked to describe the students of Aldine, 

one second grade elementary school teacher in the district explained, "Our students are different 
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than other students you would find in other regions of the United States. Many come to school 

stressed out or beaten down by their life experiences and completely unprepared for the day's 

learning" (Jackson). When questioned about why students arrive at school under these adverse 

conditions, this primary school educator went on to explain that many AIdine students struggle 

with poverty hardships in their home lives. According to a significant case study published in 

2003 by this Houston district, over 75% of Aldine children are eligible for free or reduced 

lunches, and this shocking statistic only continues to escalate with the passing of each school 

year (Lazarus and Togneri 2). "Students arrive to school, and they're hungry, but not for 

knowledge and learning. Usually, they want nothing more than a good nleal in their stomachs, 

and until that need is met~ their attention is elsewhere" (Jackson). 

Poverty and a low-socioeconomic level present other challenges to youngsters in the 

classroom. Aldine I.S.D. holds high expectations for learners in all grade levels. Every nine

week grading perio~ the students take a benchmark exam in each subject to assess their 

understanding ofthe new skills and content matter. In addition, every child receives a take-home 

project covering recently learned material in at least one subject area. These hands-on tasks are 

administered every six weeks (Lazarus and Togneri 7). However, an overwhelming amount of 

children are unable to prepare for these measures outside of school. As one Aldine educator 

explaine~ "Unless I provide a pencil, crayons, paper, and whatever necessary school supplies 

needed for homework and projects, I already know that many of my students will return to 

school the next day unprepared with incomplete assignments in their hands" (Afutu). Many 

families cannot provide these critical materials for their young learners. Therefore, children miss 

out on essential opportunities to apply their wisdom and slip even further behind as they receive 

low or even failing grades on coursework. "Students hate showing up to school when they didn't 
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complete their homework the night before. They are aggressive, defensive, and altogether 

hostile, andl> unfortunately, they begin to relate school with ill emotions" (Jackson). 

Overall, the Aldine district is blessed with relatively high attendance rates. The average 

attendance school rate e~ch year amongst Aldine elementary students rests at a 95.5% ("Student 

Data" 3). Although a great statistic, Aldine also recognizes that there are several cases where 

children arrive to their respective campuses when they would have been better suited to remain 

at home for the day due to illness or injury. An Aldine elementary nurse expressed, "I come into 

contact with feverish, sickly students almost daily. However, when I go to phone their home and 

request for a guardian to come and transport them home, I am often met with either no answer or 

an adult infonning me that they cannot come and retrieve their child because they have no means 

of getting to the school" (Barkley). Unhealthy learners often enter the school building because 

they are unable to stay at home and rest due to their family members' work schedules. Their 

guardians cannot afford to lose a day of work's pay, and, therefore, they are forced to make the 

unfortunate decision to place their ill child on the school bus (Lazarus and Togneri 23). Studies 

have shown that students are definitely unable to perfonn at their highest potential when feeling 

under the weather, and this fact has definitely been the case in Aldine elementary schools. "It is 

an obvious fact that children struggle to get healthy if they do not receive proper care and rest. 

Unfortunately, sickly students who continue to attend school stay ill for quite a while and fall 

behind in class" (Barkley). 

Although Aldine prides itself on employing a wonderful staff of professionally trained 

educators, the district continues to struggle with encouraging parental involvement, especially 

amongst the elementary school campuses. "Aldine leaders constantly express the need to involve 

more community and family nlernbers in issues related to teaching and learning. Teachers and 
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stakeholders at all levels acknowledged that in spite of newsletters sent home and regular 

teacher-parent conferences, it was difficult to develop lneaningful parent involvement" (Lazarus 

and Togneri 23). When interrogated about the deficiency in parental participation in school 

affairs, one Aldine principal stated, "1 have come to realize over the years that the parents and 

guardians of my students do not possess the fondest memories of their own school experiences. 

Returning to a school building for any affair is simply not an activity they are interested in 

pursuing~' (Roede). This elementary administrator continued on to explain that parental and 

family involvenlent is key to the success of any child, especially in the primary years. Children's 

learning needs to be reinforced at home. "Students' older siblings and family members are their 

role models, and if they do not show them that education is important, who will? Teachers and 

schools cannot illustrate the significance of school without outside family helpn (Roede). 

Families and ethnicities that do not uphold education and learning as a top priority tamper Aldine 

children's opinions of school and ultimate perfonnance in the classroom. 

Even before entering kindergarten, many AIdine students are far behind in literacy and 

numeracy skills (Lazarus and Togneri 3). Underlying reasons for this adverse trend include a 

lack of rich, educational experiences in the home environment, lack ofparental investment in 

students' development, and differing cultural aims and values (Lazarus and Togneri 23). From 

day one, many Aldine students are struggling to catch up in the classroom and begin to feel 

overwhelmed and anxious about learning and the school atmosphere. The Aldine Hispanic 

population is faced \\lith another barrier to academic success. A vast percentage (66%) of the 

student body in this Houston district is composed ofHispanic students ("Student Data" 4). 

AIdine I.S.D. offers bilingual programs in almost every elementary school campus. The goal of 

these programs is to assist students in their transition from speaking Spanish to communicating 
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and learning in English (Lazarus and Togneri 10). However, many parents and family members 

begin to lose the ability to aid their children with their lessons and coursework at home due to the 

language difference (Lazarus and Togneri 11). One bilingual elementary teacher shed light on 

this interesting problem by stating, "My students face an academic dilemma. They absorb a great 

deal of new content in a language different from their primary ethnic tongue, and their family 

members become less and less able to assist them with their learning journey" (Arredondo). In 

Aldine classrooms, certain components of ethnicity serve to make performing in school a bit 

more challenging for groups of students. 

However, not every Aldine student is negatively affected by his or her upbringing. 

Rather, many parents are fully invested in their children's education despite their socioeconomic 

level and/or ethnic background. "I have had many parents take off a day of valuable work just to 

come and sit in on my classroom in order to observe their child at work and gain valuable 

insights into how they can help their student be successful" (Jackson). School administrators 

have even noticed this outreach, as one principal states, "1 love receiving phone calls from 

parents asking how they can become more involved here at the school. Many struggle to get by 

day to day, but they understand that their child's successful future begins here, in this elementary 

school" (Roede). Teachers, administrators, and school staff in Aldine are hoping that these 

outreaches will spark a movement towards positive change in the way students respond to and 

perform in elenlentary school. (Lazarus and Togneri 24). 

Clearly, socioeconomic status and ethnicity in the AIdine Independent School District 

serve to make academic success a bit more challenging to achieve, especially tor elementary 

learners. However, Aldine rises to this adversity and employs several unique and successful 

teaching strategies in order to provide the best opportunity for student success (Lazarus and 
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Togneri 5). An elementary principal concluded, "Our students are, without a doubt, faced with 

challenging backgrounds and home lives. However, they are also resilient children, and this 

district will try every measure we can ilnagine in order to foster this resilience and lead them to 

academic victories" (Roede). 

Instructional Strategies and Suggestions for the Promotion of Resilience 

Merriam-Webster's Dictionary defines resilience as ''The ability to withstand or adjust 

easily to misfortune or difficult conditions." These challenging situations may present 

themselves in several different formats or settings, such as in an academic situation or in the real 

world. Resilience is a valuable trait for any person to possess, especially elementary students 

with difficult backgrounds and upbringings. Teachers should strive to promote this quality 

amongst all their students. Numerous studies have been devoted to identifying successful 

teaching strategies and approaches which encourage the development of resilience for 

elementary learners. These teaching tips are simple and easy to incorporate into any classroom 

setting. 

No student enjoys enduring a lecture day after day. Rather than absorbing new material, 

elementary learners tend to daydream or grow increasingly weary. School quickly becomes a 

chore, especially for students whose ethnic backgrounds and families already do not uphold 

education as a top priority. Children who suffer the strains of poverty and hardship feel tired and 

worn out~ therefore, a lecture will not serve the purpose of exciting and motivating them. 

Teachers should allow students the wonderful opportunity of making their own discoveries. 

Rather than always verbally telling learners new information or explaining a new skill, educators 

should create learning experiences that challenge students to make their own connections with 

new material (Marzano 3). Instructors should also encourage the learning of important life skills. 
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Many students, especially those with a low socioeconomic background, will greatly benefit and 

enjoy gathering life abilities, such as telling time and solving critical thinking problems, because 

they are meaningful and relevant to their life situation. With the implementation ofa hands-on 

approach to learning, children will begin to enjoy school and value their discoveries. Studies 

have shown that students who control their own acquisition of material retain new infonnation 

for a greater period of time (Onzima 21). These strategies serve to foster self-detennination and 

feelings of competence amongst elementary children, especially those arriving at school from 

difficult upbringings (Harvey 13). 

Many students detest school because they do not feel as though the new skills and 

material they are learning are relevant to their lives. Even at the elementary level, many pupils 

wonder why they need to understand infonnation that does not relate to their personal futures or 

their backgrounds. The skills seem too far-fetched and unimportant. In order to counteract this 

un\vanted sentiment, elementary teachers should strive to gain an understanding of their students 

and their backgrounds. Once this feat is accomplished, educators can begin tailoring lessons to 

learners' interests and lives. Rather than feeling disconnected from subject matter, children will 

become engaged and excited about content because it is relevant to who they are and their 

interests (Harvey 12). Learners, especially those labeled as at-risk, will begin to view school 

positively and perfonn with higher success rates. 

As previously mentioned, numerous students develop in households where family 

members are not invested in their child's education. In order to counteract the low or even 

nonexistent expectations in students' home lives, teachers must create and hold high expectations 

for all learners (Harvey 12). These expectations should be reasonable and attainable. Students 

must be aware ofthe hopes held for them and constantly reminded oftheir progress towards 
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these academic goals (Marzano 3). Feedback and positive reinforcement is key to promoting 

resilience amongst learners. Children feel as though their hard work and efforts in the classroom 

are worthwhile and valued. Students push themselves to complete homework and projects 

because they wish to surpass the high expectations set out for them. They desire academic 

triumph and motivate themselves to achieve in the classroom even when they receive minimal 

support at home. 

Many students enter their first day of kindergarten completely unaware of what to expect. 

They may feel nervous or anxious. Perhaps, they heard unpleasant stories about school from 

older siblings and parents. In many cases, these influences prevent a student from realizing their 

full academic potential. In order to eliminate these negative sentiments, teachers should create a 

welcoming classroom environment in which all students are encouraged to be supportive of one 

another. An elementary educator is not only the leader of a classroom, but he or she is also a role 

model to the young, impressionable students in attendance. Teachers must take the opportunity 

to bond \\<1th their students and portray to them that they care. Allowing all students to participate 

in classroom jobs and other special roles is one way to ensure that all children feel valued at 

school. Instructors need also to promote bonding amongst the children and foster teamwork and 

cooperation in the learning environment. In this way, any negative emotions and baggage that 

students escort into the classroom from their homes will, hopefully, be eliminated as children 

realize that school is a desirable place to be. When youngsters feel accepted, they are more 

successful with their academic studies (Harvey 3). 

Teachers may face the complex challenge of instructing many students from several 

different ethnic upbringings. As stated previously, elementary school students strive to feel as 

though they belong and are included. Educators should allow ample opportunities for students to 
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share their culture with the class. Teachers should also attempt to connect subject matter to 

students' backgrounds in order to make school more meaningful and relevant to children. Studies 

have shown that learners perform at higher success rates when they feel as though their cultures 

are valued in the classroom (Harvey 3). 

The instructional strategies described have been identified as extremely successful in 

promoting resilience amongst at-risk students. Even if learners did not grow and develop in 

adverse home situations and backgrounds, all children can benefit from the implementation of 

these approaches. With these wonderful strategies at work in the classroom, the playing field 

begins to level out for at-risk students. As they start to respond to school in a more positive 

manner, their performance in the classroom also improves. Their futures brighten as they 

overcome their challenging backgrounds. 

Overcoming Backgrounds 

A second grade teacher stands at the classroom door, anxiously awaiting the arrival of her 

twenty-five students on a beautiful August morning. Her mind swims with goals and ideas for 

the upcoming year. She feels confident that each and every one of her students will come eager 

to learn and t10urish in the classroom. The teacher excitedly greets each new student as they file 

in and take their seats. As the morning progresses, the second grade educator begins to discover 

various disheartening realizations. While the majority of the learners fulfill her hopes, a select 

few are falling short of her high expectations. Already, these students are displaying symptoms 

of a lack ofenthusiasm and overall displeasure for school. 

Rather than becoming frustrated with these students, this young educator strives to 

develop meaningful approaches in order to encourage and assist these students. The instructor 

always shows all of her students that she deeply cares about each one of them and will always 
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make herself available for any problems they may be experiencing. As the year progresses, this 

teacher continues to reach out to her students' family members and parents~ inviting them to visit 

the classroom or contact her with any questions or concerns. She constantly invents lessons that 

interest the children and build off of their backgrounds and prior experiences. A warm, 

welcoming classroom environment is created in the second grade room. 

The teacher happily begins to see beneficial changes amongst this group of at-risk 

students. Slowly but surely, they respond and participate more in classroom activities and 

discussions. They are showing an increasing interest in the classroom proceedings. By the end of 

the year, these students are achieving on grade level. On the last day of school, this teacher again 

stands outside of the classroom, wishing each student a happy summer vacation. She smiles to 

herself. She is well aware of the correlation that exists between a child's academic performance 

and their socioeconomic class and/or ethnicity. However, she is absolutely confident that she 

helped her students overcome the odds and view school differently. Their test scores and 

enthusiasm for learning prove that her thoughts are correct. 

Children are affected by their backgrounds, and they escort their influences into the 

classroom. Not all children are on an even playing field upon the very first day of kindergarten. 

Whereas some students may have grown up in households full of security and valuing education, 

others regard school with a negative attitude or enter school unequipped with basic skills and 

knowledge. However, all hope is not lost. These students are not doomed for academic failure. 

Districts such as Aldine I.S.D., located just outside Houston, Texas, have proven that at-risk 

students can, in fact, overcome their challenges and triunlph. With the implementation of 

exemplary teaching strategies, children can build up resilience to their adverse backgrounds and 
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find success. Most importantly, students can learn to love every step of their academic journey, 

starting from day one in elementary school. 
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