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Quick Write Activity
Why are poor people poor?

Reaching and Teaching Students in Poverty:  
Strategies for Erasing the Opportunity Gap
By: Paul Gorski
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Four Step Method 
That Works

1. Pull the prejudice out of the comment 
and restate it in a calm and objective 
way.

2. State personal beliefs in a clear assertive 
manner.

3. Make a positive statement about the 
specific subjects of the prejudice.

4. Gently turn the subject to a new direction.



Stereotypes about Poor 
People…. what did we 
write.  
Our stereotypes are part 
of the narrative that 
contribute to our implicit 
and explicit bias





Stereotype One
Poor people do not value education.
Busted:  
○ While poor parents aren’t as involved in “in 

school” activities, (Lee & Bowen 2005) reported 
that they engage in home based involvement 
strategies such as encouraging students to 
read, limit television watching or gaming more 
than their wealthy counterparts

○ Data from more than 20,000 early childhood 
families found that poor parents reported 
engaging their children in educational activities 
as much as their wealthy counterparts (Carey 
et. al 2010)



Stereotype Two
Poor people are lazy
Busted
○ Poor working adults work an average of 

2,500 hours per week (1.2 full time jobs) 
(Waldren et.al. 2004)

○ 1 out of 5 jobs pay below the poverty 
threshold

○ Department of labor predicts less than 
half of the jobs added to the US 
economy by 2018 will pay enough to 
keep a two-worker, two-child family out 
of poverty                     

○



Stereotype 3
Poor people are substance abusers
Busted
○ The higher the income the more likely a 

person is to be a substance abuser  
(Degenhart et al., 2008)

○ Alcohol use among youth is equally 
distributed among social class



Stereotype 4
Poor people are linguistically deficient and 
poor communicators
Busted
○ Criticizing a person’s language is 

attacking their deepest self
○ There is no superior or inferior language 

ability
○ all variations of language and dialect are 

highly structured with their own set of 
grammatical rules

○ all cultures use a variety of language 
registers and learn to code switch



Stereotype 5
Poor people are ineffective and inattentive 
parents
Busted
People in poverty have been found in 
longitudinal studies to share the same 
dreams and aspirations for their children as 
middle class parents  (Annette Lareau, 2000)



Myth of Meritocracy
Meritocracy:  We live in the land of 
opportunity where everyone has a chance 
to succeed if they work hard enough
Reality:
“In some ways the system is rigged and the 
odds are stacked against the most 
vulnerable students and, families, not 
because they don’t work hard enough, but 
because opportunity and access beget 
opportunity and access. “ Gorski



Why are we spending so 
much time on stereotypes?
Why are we focusing on all this negativity 
rather than how we can strengthen 
educational opportunities for students?



Dangers of Stereotypes
“We must, above all else, commit to losing 
stereotypes that paint people as the 
problem.  This might be the single most 
important thing any of us, as educators can 
do in our commitments to equity and 
diversity.”  p.68 Gorski



Educators who have not challenged their 
own bias and who do not understand how 
poverty affects lives and learning are less 
likely to develop authentic relationships with 
students and their families who live in 
poverty.  They are also more likely to make 
harmful assumptions about students’ 
capabilities that lead to low expectations 
(p. 103) 

Parrett & Budge 2012



Culture of Poverty

● Poverty is NOT a culture
● Coping skills are mistaken for norms and beliefs
● Poor people do not normalize or glorify negative 

aspects of living in poverty
● Culture of poverty is incompatible with culturally 

responsive teaching-primarily due to deficit 
thinking



Deficit thinking…….
defines students and their families by their 
weaknesses rather than their strengths, 
suggesting that these weaknesses stem from 
low intelligence, poor moral character, or 
inadequate social skills.  



Culture of Poverty Theory..
At it’s core says that poor people are 
responsible for their lot in life because of 
their individual and collective deficiencies.  

It does NOT acknowledge the impact of 
institutionalized racism, structural 
racialization, skin color privilege, or 
language discrimination.  



Let’s take a quiz!
www.kahootit.com



The stereotypes and 
startling facts make it 
necessary to discuss:
EQUITY AND EQUITY LITERACY



What is equity literacy?





Equity Literacy is the...
skills and dispositions that enable us to 
recognize, respond to, and redress 
conditions that deny some students access 
to the educational opportunities enjoyed by 
their peers and, in doing so sustain equitable 
learning environments for all students and 
families”
p.19  Gorski



The Equity Literate Educator 

Must have four abilities:
1. Ability to recognize biases and inequities, 

including those that are subtle
2. Respond to biases and inequities in the 

immediate term
3. Redress biases and inequities in the long 

term
4. Create and sustain a bias-free and 

equitable learning environment



Equity Literacy 
Matrix Activity
○ Count off by 4’s
○ Read assigned section
○ Discuss practical/real life examples of 

your equity literacy 
abilities/skills/dispositions

○ Share with large group



PD in your Building
1.  Create an agenda based on the work 

we did here today - what were the notes 
you took...

2. What parts do you feel comfortable 
presenting

3. Out the door, for next time everyone try 

   www.makethemonth.ca   

http://www.makethemonth.ca

